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“... Fhe town’s poor seem to me often to live the most independent lives of any. Maybe 
they are simply great enough to receive without misgiving. Most think that they are 
above being supported by the town; but it oftener happens that they are not above 
supporting themselves by dishonest means, which should be more disreputable” (Henry 
David Thoreau in, ‘Walden’) 


1. The Grandee of Gorokhiah Gaon. 


Gorokhiah Gaon was situated in the latitudes 92.5”East and 24” North 
longitude. As one would drive down the town of Diham, which is situated beside the 
River Disang which flows from the East to West of this town, at the outskirts of the town 
where the last intersection occurs, going down through the right intersection that is 
turning northwards and travelling a kilometer or two, one would find this village of 
Gorokhiah Gaon. It is a typical Assamese village with cultivation fields surrounding the 
village, and the above named River flowing beside it to the north, and inhabited by 
about thirty families most of whom are cultivators while only a few are service- 


employed. The village does not have any family of businessmen who can be said to be 
earning their bread through business or trade. One of the families who did not own any 
cultivation fields did some share cropping as an occupation and there was another 
whose fields being small to sustain them all year, did manual labor in the town to 
maintain themselves. Like other villages, this one also had a communal prayer hall 
locally called a Naamghar - Naam for prayer and ghar for building and presided over by 
a Man versed in the Vaisnavite scriptures and knowing the practice of its rituals and 
ceremonies and commonly addressed as a ‘Dangoriah’ - sort form of one who is a 
‘grandee’ or one who is respected is the society. This respectable person of the village 
remained a bachelor and although he was a little above fifty years of age, he looked 
like one under forty. This dangoriah or grandee maintained a civility with all the people 
of the village including the female sex. And he had also friendships with some other 
personages of his rank and class with the adjoining villages. In addition to that, he 
maintained a good friendly relation with the imams of the mosques of the adjacent 
Town and the Padre or Father of the Church in the Town. Most of the Imams of the town 
he becomes acquainted ‘regularly’ as the occasion arises for, these persons change 
from time to time and new ones take their place in time. But with the Padre or father, 
his acquaintance has passed more than ten years for he has been living in the town’s 
church as father for more than a decade and had been engaged in various missionary 
and social welfare activities in the town. This village, like all other villages too had a 
government primary and middle school where the majority of the teachers are from 
other villages. But for the upper-level, students of this village go to the town or to other 
villages as it lacks a ‘Higher Secondary or High School’ for lack of optimum students. 
This is the scenario of the village as it is seen now and as it has been from the last two 
or more decades - unchanging. But a little incident which cannot be termed a major 
one, but which touched a family and connected this caretaker or Dangoriah of the 
village communal prayer hall, occurred one day and about which people of other part 
may want to know. 


As mentioned earlier, there were only a few families engaged in Govt. services in 
this village. One of these writes their surname as ‘Damodar’ and whose patriarch or 
head of the family is the sole member of the family founded by his father in this village. 
He had a younger sister who had been married to another village, not far off from this 
village. This Mr. Damodar, who educated himself upto the Master’s degree in the 
Commerce Stream, works as an Upper Division Clerk in a Public Sector Bank in another 
town. And during the happening of this incident, he had only been transferred by a 
month from this Town’s branch of his Bank and, as it requires a journey of nearly two 
hours from his village to that town’s branch, he has rented a one-roomed house in the 
new town to save his time and energies. His family consisted of four members including 
him, his wife and two children -the eldest a son who is in the tenth standard and who 
will be appearing in his matriculation the next year and a girl who has become an adult- 
biologically-and study in the eight standards. Being a serviceman and well-paid, he 
decided to educate his children in the English medium and so enrolled them in an 
English School of the Town. The children were brilliant in their studies. Only the boy 
was a little whimsical and lacked complete control over his passions which led to the 
incident about which some people expressed a desire to know. 


This boy or rather Damodar Junior, as we shall address him, has been 
lately in love with one of his class batch-mates from some months past. She was from 
the same section as his. Now most lovers of his age are blind or are rather blinded by 
love, a type of blindness more mental than corneal. Both Damodar Junior and his love 
were heels-over-head in love but love overwhelmed Damodar Junior so much that, 


blame it on the Television, the Net (Short for Internet) or the environment if you like, he 
felt a fantasy for marriage-the girl he loved to be his wife. No sooner had he perceived 
this fantasy he conveyed it to his classmate love. And no sooner his love heard his 
fantasy; she expressed her willingness for marriage-to be his wife and to be with him all 
her life -at least ideally. And as love blinds the mind more than the eye, this naive 
loving pair decided to secretly ‘tie the knot’ as soon as the half-yearly exams of their 
school in that year finished. 


Now, they say “lovers find a way somehow” and this Damodar Junior also found a 
way to covertly marry his love. He had seen his mother, countless women and also 
newlyweds apply a round spot of vermilion on their foreheads and draw a red line with 
this vermilion on their scalps where their hair parts. “Symbol of a married Hindu 
Women”, his mother had told him once. So he planned his ‘modus-operandi’ thus: He 
would insert a round spot on the forehead and smear a line with vermilion on the scalp 
where the hair parts, in his love’s forehead, stolen from his mother’s ‘vermilion box’ 
and bring his love home on the day his half-yearly examinations are over. In this way 
neither his parents nor hers can deny their Unison. And all would accept them as 
husband and wife. He smiled to himself a satisfactory smile; not knowing what other 
things fate is storing for him. 


Damodar Junior had conveyed his modus-operandi to his young-love. She at 
once consented to this scheme. And with this scheme in their minds, they hastily 
passed the candid days of their examination-hastily in that although they could not 
speed-up the routine of the examination, and had indeed given the examination with a 
clear, balanced mind, they were mentally eager to find the last of their exam-days over 
and their summer-vacations started-to give fruition to their months-old-scheme. 


All lovers’ cleverness is marred by some sort of foolery which from the 
perspective of the lovers’ seem as another of their clever tricks. And Damodar Junior in 
acts of pseudo-cleverness stole some vermilion from his mother’s vermilion packet and 
brought it to school on the last day of their half-yearly examinations. “It will seal her 
fate” he told himself recalling his childhood love in a mood of internal delight “and 
make her live with me forever!” Little did he know into what ‘bog’ he and his love was 
preparing to step. 


So on the morning of their last examination day, in spite of the usual 
timelessness of any examination day, he squeezed a little vermilion out of his mother’s 
‘Vermilion Pouch’ in between his two fingers and packed it up in a small, clean paper, 
‘thief-fashion’. The last paper of the tenth standard had two parts. So, examination for 
it was held on both the halves. As soon as the exams were over (in the afternoon) and 
they were on the street, he took out his packet, put a round spot of it on his love’s 
forehead, drew a line of it with his fingers and, holding her right hand by his left, he 
walked her to his home. It takes every day half-an-hour or so for him to reach his school 
from his home. So this pair, after enactment of their long thought-of-plan, reached 
Damodar Junior’s house at around 4 pm of that historic day. 


Unaware of what foolish and naughty prank her son was about to unveil on 
that day, Mrs. Damodar was anticipating her son home after his exams and so was 
loitering on the lawns of her house. She was shocked to see her son coming to their 
gate, holding a girl by his hand. A moment later, she felt her breath going out of her 
lungs and feeling a dead weight on her heart when she saw the vermilion marks on the 
girl’s forehead and hair-parting. A sudden rage overcame her. She did not say 


anything! The junior pair entered the house. Then Damodar Junior said “Mother, this is 
Nivaa. I’ve brought her to our house”. “For what?” asked Mrs. Damodar in a plain tone, 
suppressing her anger? “You see, | have married her” told Damodar Junior. “In that 
case, you have to put her in another house. | have no place for married people in our 
house” replied Mrs. Damodar. Mrs. Damodar got that right! When she saw the vermilion 
markings on the girl’s forehead, she realized that everything is finished. Come evening, 
when this girl’s whereabouts will be unavailable to her family, then the police will be 
informed and search parties sent over here and there and, everywhere. If the girl’s 
forehead and scalp would have been bare then the incident could have been turned 
into an accident. But now, things are different. And she also knew what Damodar senior 
will do. The pair had been silent all this while. Then the boy asked, “But where will we 
go? | thought we have a home”, he said naively. Mrs. Damodar replied, “You really had 
a home. It was your home; it isn’t your girl-wife’s home. For her you have to find one. 
And without waiting for me physically to push both of you out, you two get out as soon 
as you can”. Saying thus she came inside and shut the door after her. 


The young lovers were embarrassed. They, specially the boy, had not 
anticipated this. They could never say clearly what they had anticipated against their 
stupidity; but truly not such hardness or harshness and to speak truly, banishment and 
to be shelter less. They did not know what to do. The boy hurriedly threw his bag in a 
chair on the verandah and came out of the gate by which time the girl was already out. 
They did not know where to go. Hurriedly they only came out and began walking on the 
village street. Walking along the village street in a gloomy mental-ity with his new wife 
by his side, he remembered something like everybody else who remembers things 
important but hidden in the mind, when hard pressed in circumstances. 


In the communal prayer hall of this Gorokhiah Gaon (village), the 
Dangoriah at this moment was loitering in his verandah with his hands clasped to his 
back when a stray thought came to his mind. Queer that such thoughts should come to 
one’s mind in so unusual moments and at inopportune times, he thought. He was 
puzzled as to why thoughts of the four guest rooms inside the compound of the prayer- 
hall was coming to his mind with its image, as he sees it from the sanctum-sanctorum. 
Also, the last time guests had stayed in those rooms (that was nearly six months ago) 
were coming to his mind. He did not know beforehand that someone may come to live 
in one of the guest rooms under ‘straitened’ circumstances. Back in the village street, 
in his moment of misfortune arising from uncontrolled emotions, Damodar Junior 
remembered the guest rooms of the village Naamghar and the kind face of the 
caretaker. He recalled having heard from others in his village how the caretaker had 
helped people in distress with his advice and also through his friends who were plenty. 
He saw some hope in that personage. 


As the caretaker, with back-clasped hands was strolling in his verandah 
with such random thoughts, out of the corner of his eye he perceived two young people 
in what he guessed as school uniforms coming towards the Naamghar gate. He looked 
up and found saw his guess correct; they were Damodar Junior and his young wife in 
their school uniforms and with a schoolbag hanging on the shoulders of the girl. They 
entered the gate of the prayer-hall silently and sheepishly. Crossing the open big hall 
which is used for religions dramas and performances, they shyly walked up the small 
courtyard of the room of the caretaker. Then they bowed to the caretaker with folded 
hands and stood downcast, anticipating a question from the caretaker. Caught 
unawares as the caretaker was, he decided to end their visit as soon as he can. So he 
asked them: 


“Well?” 


“Sir”, replied the boy with a tone that was not very audible. “I have come to you 
to give us shelter for a night in the prayer hall.” 


“What do you mean ‘in the prayer hall?’?” “No one can live in the hall”, said the 
caretaker a little perplexed. 


“Well, | mean... if you will grant it... we can live in one of the guest rooms for the 
night”, said the boy a little shamefully. 


“Oh! | See”, said the caretaker. “And may | know where you will go after 
staying for a night in the guest room?” He had noticed the vermilion on the forehead 
and scalp of the girl and had at once presumed the cause of their visit. 


The pairs were silent for a moment. Then the boy said, “I... do not know... 
you see we were denied entry into our house and so thought that we could live for a 
night in one of your guest rooms. We have nowhere to go and now...” he trailed off. 


The caretaker had seen in his lifetime some two or three such couples who had 
married at a small, innocent age and how they had toiled and exerted in their lifetimes 
to earn a living. Living such a laborious life and moving from place to place like 
vagabonds in search of work for livelihood, these love-pairs led a very unsettled life 
with little or no standard of living and, the traits imprinted on their personalities formed 
from birth in good families through good upbringing, scratched through hard toil and 
rugged living. But he had also seen their lives retaining that Luster and Joviality which 
is found in happy couples and which hides the struggle and hardships of their lives due 
to the intense love between themselves and for which, they were bound together even 
after banishment from their homes. He had felt pity for them at that time and now also 
for this very young couple. He marveled at their courage of how they had left their 
homes instead of leaving aside each other and remarked at this power called ‘love’ 
which makes people do wonderful things. True, no one in the society will do or can do 
anything for them but he knows that, seen from experiences, this pair will also find 
their way out to maintain themselves. Like others, he also cannot do anything for them. 
In fact he has no resources too to help him in this philantrophical act. Keeping them 
even for a night in the Naamghar guest-room may bring objections from the villagers. 
Even then he hesitated to throw them out. If only he could do something for them! 
Then he remembered the padre of the church of the town and so went inside his room 
to have a talk with him over the phone. 


“Unlike the caretaker of a Hindu temple or prayer hall, a church -father has no 
daily chores of lighting lamps and reciting prayers. So the father of this town’s church, 
to make himself busy, has associated himself with two Christian NGOs namely ‘The 
Eastern Women’s Christian Association’ and ‘The Sisters of the Virgin Mary’ which 
works all around the world for the good and upliftment of women irrespective of 
nationality, caste, religion etc. These two associations run a hostel for females in the 
town which is ‘free’ and which is unrestricted in number of days’ stay as well as in 
regard to caste and creed, religion etc. These two NGO’s also run various apprentice 
trade courses like sewing, embroidery, cutting and knitting, beauty parlor and 
massaging, handloom weaving, candle making, soap making, desk top printing and 
photo making in computers etc. for girls which are free of cost. Lately, they have 


included in their curriculum motor car-driving and for the educated, nursing and 
medical-laboratory technician courses. They also give money for admission to 
interested females who are eager to study through the distance- learning system. So, in 
a way, although he had no proper, official work in the church, he busies himself by sort 
of supervising these works of the NGOs which are majorly held in the hostel compound 
while some are organized in the town through tie-ups with various organizations. Due 
to his acquaintances and interactions with various men of high offices, of eminence, 
men of letters, etc. quite a number of girls have found shelter (in this hostel) and got a 
chance to earn their livelihoods through him. Like all days, on this eventful day also, he 
was preparing to go to the hostel to oversee the apprenticeship of the girls and have a 
word or two with the warden and supervisors on his bicycle, when he got the call from 
the caretaker of the prayer hall. At first he was taken aback at the gravity of the 
situation. He knew that application of vermilion in a Hindu female’s forehead seals her 
fate in marriage. And in a religion where remarriage among females of any type is 
always a taboo, he knew the position of this girl in the society if she is left out by her 
lover-husband even after a few hours of their childish marriage. He asked the caretaker 
to contact the girl’s parents at once and intimate them of the situation and bring the 
young pair to the church as soon as possible. Cutting off from the caretaker, he 
connected his phone to the heads of the two NGOs talked about earlier and asked them 
to come to his room in the church as soon as they can. 


The caretaker approached the girl and asked her if she remembers any 
phone numbers of her home. When he received that, he put a call on that Number to 
the girl’s house which was answered by her mother. The caretaker realized the 
intention of the Church-Father’s to phone the girl’s home. He had clearly anticipated 
the situation. The girl’s mother was shocked at the news. She was razed! She asked the 
caretaker not to send their daughter to their house again and to banish the pair from 
the temple also. She also hinted at lodging a case with the police against the boy for 
his audacity when, the caretaker requested her to abstain from such rage-discharges 
as it will destroy the life of the boy and the girl also by pushing her to pseudo 
widowhood (as her vermilion will be rubbed off). After getting an assurance from her on 
her non-activity on this point, he cut off from her and got ready to go to town, to see 
the father in his church-room along with this newly-wed couple. Time is flying; he has 
got not even two hours to conduct his business and return to the prayer-hall to light the 
evening lamps and say the evening prayers or to chase away this ‘youthful, 
commonsense-less pair’ and wash his hands off this problem. Ruth overcame him and 
brought out the humaneness from inside him. 


In half an hour the three from the village were in the church courtyard 
from where the caretaker was ushered into the one roomed-house of the Padre. The 
District heads of the two NGOs were already assembled and had already been 
intimated about the situation by the Padre. They had brought along some papers. A 
stamp and a Seal were also seen on the small centre table. The main problem was the 
shelter of the young girl and saving her from ostracism by the society! For this they 
require a guardian. All information about this girl will be conveyed to this guardian. 
They asked the caretaker if he was willing to act as a guardian to this girl. Upon 
agreement by the caretaker, they took his consent in writing. They then called the pair 
inside the room. They asked her opinion about temporarily leaving her lover-husband 
and living in their hostel till such a time when she could manage on her own. She can 
meet him only once, on Sundays and that too in the house of the hostel-warden, for an 
hour. When she agreed after getting a slight nod of head from her husband, they put 
her consent is writing. Likewise, her lover husband’s consent in support of the above 


actions was also taken in writing. Then they phoned for some sisters of their NGO; 
Nuns, who are engaged in missionary and teaching activities in the hostel. They arrived 
in a little while. The caretaker was given a copy of all the papers that were filled and 
signed at that time, duly stamped. The sisters took the girl with them to the hostel in 
the car that they had come along while the caretaker returned with the boy to the 
prayer hall. 


In the hostel, the girl was asked if she wanted to continue with her 
education. At her consent, they admitted her to a Distance Education (DE) College 
where one can pass the matriculation and study up to the Master’s Degree in selective 
subjects. Then she was asked if she wanted to learn something vocational. She had a 
weakness for nursing from her childhood and told the sister so. But Nursing requires 
one to be a matriculate so she has to wait one year to learn the vacation of her choice. 


Back in the temple, the caretaker opened one of the guestrooms of the 
prayer hall and asked the boy to clean it. Then asking the boy to wait for him in his 
verandah, he had his bath and went to the sanctum sanctorum for the evening prayers. 
Then he returned to his room and called the boy waiting on him, inside. He asked the 
boy if he knew any skill. He already knew that he doesn’t know. When the boy replied 
in the negative, he asked him if he wanted to learn something which can bring him his 
livelihood. The boy replied that he wanted to learn something although he is in a 
dilemma as to what he should learn. The caretaker was also in a fix as to what should 
be taught to this very young lad to enable him to sustain his livelihood. Then something 
appeared in his mind. 


Only a week or ten days previously, he was phoned by one of his friends in 
the town, a Sikh businessman by name of Sujit Singh, in a casual manner. This Sujit 
Singh owned a lathe workshop in the town for cutting, threading and shaping metals. 
He was in need of a helper as his old time hand has left him to start a workshop of his 
own. He wants a serious, diligent and honest young man who can help him and also 
learn his trade. He can stay in Sujit Singh’s house if required and will be given free 
food. After some months he will be given some money by way of stipend. The caretaker 
remembered the call of Sujit Singh. He can place the boy in Sujit Singh’s care. Of 
course, the boy can come back in the evening if he wants and stay in the prayer-hall 
guestroom if he wishes. He contacted Mr. S.S. through his mobile phone. Conversations 
were carried and a result came out. 


As a result of the conversations between Mr. Sujit Singh and the caretaker 
the next day, at eight past thirty in the morning, using the bicycle of the caretaker, the 
young lover-cum-husband set out for the town in search of Sujit Singh’s lathe 
workshop. It took him nearly fifteen minutes to reach the town and another five 
minutes or so to seek out the workshop. Mr. Singh was at that time brooming(cleaning) 
the shop and helloing his neighbors. When the boy announced himself, he set aside the 
broom and welcomed the boy. As instructed by the caretaker, the boy touched Sujit 
Singh’s feet before disclosing his name and address. He felt himself lucky to learn a 
trade to earn an occupation and also busy him and take his mind off his young wife and 
his foolish misadventures. 


Time moved on. It is said that, for the busy, time is not an obstacle considerable 
for surmounting. Instead for them, time acts only as a yardstick for growth and 
progress. One year passed stubbornly for the parents of this young-pair without either 
family relenting to admit their children into their homes; either of stubbornness or, from 


taboos or, from fears of ostracism or, the burden of having to settle them in any 
profession. But for the busy young pair, the year flew past swiftly, each one engaged in 
his or her work when one day, after nearly a year of their elopement, the girl found 
herself passing the matriculation in the first division. Her Passing of this exam was 
important to her in that she can now boast of as basically educated as well as getting 
the chance to train herself as a nurse through one of the training centre’s run by the 
NGO’s. While for the boy, although he had cycled all this year from the village prayer- 
hall to Sujit Singh’s workshop everyday without feeling any fatigue, his knowledge of 
this trade and his diligence and earnestness begged for him from Sujit Singh a good 
stipend. This enabled him to take admission in one of the Distance Education centre in 
the town to pass his matriculation for, whereas his young bride was provided an 
admission fee by the NGO’s for being a female, he was not provided such. So out of his 
salary, he paid for the admission fee as well as bought supplementary and reference 
books and exercise books for his use. This made him busy even on Sundays and 
provided him to keep updates with the knowledge which he had acquired at school. 


It seems for the diligent and earnest, nothing is too cumbersome, hard 
and unlearn able. This young couple, after realizing the foolishness of their decision and 
after getting associated in good company through providence, decided to make the 
best of it and so, doggedly pursued whatever skill or trade they got a chance to learn. 
They realized from day one that in this hard and complex world, their senseless and 
whimsical decision made their worlds harder and more complex. So, swearing to them 
that they will not make their lives any mere complex and hard, they resolved to learn 
their trade thoroughly and place themselves on their own feet. Engaging themselves in 
their work in this way, they did not realize how many years have elapsed from their 
elopement when one day the girl found that she has finished her training as a Nurse 
and has now only to sit in the final examination conducted by the state Nursing and 
Midwifery Board to certify her as a trained Nurse. This meant that they have passed 
four years of separated married life in this way. 


It so happened that during this time the District Industries Office, with the help of 
an NGO, has been disbursing loan up to an amount of Rupee two lakhs for skilled 
workers in any trade. The Interest of the Loan will be borne by the State Govt. while the 
loaned will have to return the loan is five years. One of the members of this board was 
acquainted with Mr. Sujit Singh who wanted to place this married young man on a firm 
footing in his life. Sikhs, all over the world, are naturally helpful. When Sujit Singh got to 
know of the Industries’ Board’s scheme, he conveyed his intentions to this official. Very 
soon, a loan was forwarded to this boy who has only to open a bank account and select 
a shop to start his business. The first was arranged by the caretaker who introduced 
this boy to the bank where he kept an account while the second was arranged by the 
Industries’ board themselves by giving the boy a ‘shed’ in the District Industrial 
Development area to start his business. And in a few months’ time, this intrepid worker 
was in his own business, working as a mechanic as well as a Manager, sometimes 
engaging himself up to twelve hours a day in his work. He began to see profits and so 
decided to rent a house in the town, both to save his time cycling to-and-from the 
village and also, to relieve the caretaker who was acting as a guardian against him in 
the prayer hall’s guest house. On the other hand, the bride, after appearing in the 
written and oral examinations of the Nursing board has, due to her studiousness and 
sincerity, topped the list. The board members informed her that with such results, she 
can pursue the Master’s degree in Nursing in any Medical College after which she can 
become a Matron in any Govt. or private Hospital. But for this, her Missionary NGO’s do 
not have the funds which was some sort of a setback to her. For some time at least! 


It so happened that after the young lover-husband opened his workshop and 
decided to live on his own a different thought also came to his mind. He was 
acquainted with the fact that his love has passed her nursing course with flying colors 
and has made herself eligible for the Master’s course. Now that he has been earning 
money, why not he bring her off from the Missionary Girl’s Hostel and put her in any 
Medical College to learn the Nursing Master’s? Although he had been meeting her 
weekly, in actuality they have been living separately for the last four years; what loss 
will it be if they live apart for two more years? It will make her education complete and 
make her life livable. He shared this thought to the caretaker of the village prayer hall 
and Mr. Sujit Singh who was his guru in his trade, both of whom at once agreed. But 
they also suggested something. 


The young husband-wife duo had not seen a home, leave alone living in it 
after their passionate, whimsical action. So they suggested to the boy to bring his 
classmate-wife from the Missionary hostel to live in his rented house with him as 
husband and wife. And although the boy will be living in the rented house out of 
compulsion, his young wife will be living here with a purpose. So, it will be like a home 
coming to her although it will be not her parents or her in-law’s home. So, they advised 
the young-husband to make an occasion of it; to give a party within his means to the 
Padre, the office bearers of the Missionary NGOs, the inmates of the hostel and, 
whoever he thinks fit. The young man at once agreed. And for this ‘return home’ of his 
‘bride’ (for she was ‘new’ in a sense), a Sunday was chosen as it will be a holiday for 
everyone. So a Sunday was chosen when the Local Heads of the Missionary NGO’s will 
be light of Duty as well as the father (of the Church) with the exception of the 
Caretaker of the village prayer hall (for these people are active even on Sundays). The 
inmates of the Girls’ Hostel were invited as well as some shopkeeper in Sujit Singh’s 
neighborhood where the boy had learned his trade. On this day the girl on whose 
forehead he had applied vermilion more than four years ago will return to him to live 
with him forever. 


On that auspicious day, in the courtyard of the small rented room, made 
‘party-ready’ by ‘hired professional people’, the party got underway. In the afternoon, 
the Missionary NGOs who had ‘safe-kept”’ the girl from her first day of Marriage brought 
her in a small car followed by a large bus full of the inmates of the girls’ hostel. The 
Padre had also come in the small car. The bride-and-groom was seated in whatever 
manner convenient and the guests were served with whatever was organized for the 
occasion. And in an hour’s time, guests began to return home after showering their 
blessings to the bride and the groom. But unbeknownst to all the others the groom and 
his bride, the padre and, the branch heads of the NGOs were looking for someone who 
had not arrived yet; he was the caretaker of the village temple who was the initiator of 
the bride and groom to the NGO. One hour had passed. After another hour, it will be 
dark and then it will be time for the Padre and hostel inmates to return to their 
respective places. Heads were fixed on the entrance to the Pandal. As the eager 
anticipators were feeling tired of looking steadily at the entrance and were feeling a 
little ‘let down’, a car stopped before the entrance and from which alighted the 
caretaker from the front door. Then from the rear door alighted a young girl, a woman 
and, a man through the driver’s door who looked familiar to the groom. Upon seeing 
them, he at once jumped out of his chair and hurried to the entrance of the Pandal. 
Then he called his bride outside and both touched the feet of the man and the woman 
and also of the caretaker, before ushering them in. 


It turned out that, from some villagers, the groom’s parents had come to know of 
the boy establishing himself in a trade and living by himself in the town from some 
months past. They also got intimation that his classmate-wife will be living with him in 
his rented house in any day soon. So, letting bygones go off as bygones, they 
approached the caretaker to act as a middleman to bring their disgraceful son and his 
childhood love to their village home. The caretaker was delighted at this proposal. He 
saw this ‘partying’ ceremony as a good occasion to unite the exiled son and the 
daughter-in-law with the parents in full observance of everyone. So without telling them 
about the occasion, taking the Sunday as the day of holiday for the father and their 
college going daughter (for she had become young in these years), he brought them to 
this get-together/unison party scheming. The presence of the caretaker and the boy’s 
parents lent graveness to the occasion. The parents of the boy then thanked the 
caretaker for putting their son in apprenticeship in Sujit Singh’s Lathe-workshop and, 
the Padre for putting the girl in the girls’ hostel. 


Early in the night, after all the guests including Mr. Sujit Singh had left, the young 
groom locked everything in his house properly and went off with his bride and the 
caretaker to his village. They dropped the caretaker in the ‘Prayer-hall’ and then 
proceeded to their house. Having settled themselves in their paternal home for the 
moment, he and his young bride recalled their days of foolishness and uncontrolled 
passions of school years. It was decided that the girl bride would pursue her masters in 
Nursing by living in the hostel of the Medical College while the young man will continue 
to live in the town on all working days to pay full attention to his fledgling business and 
live with his family in the village on Sundays. His parents also recalled the thoughtful 
actions of the caretaker on that eventful day for, if he had not acted calmly and wisely 
on that ‘fateful’ day then his son and daughter-in-law would never have become what 
they are now. And they also saluted the activities of the Missionary NGOs and the 
Padre, for if it wasn’t for their benevolence and large-heartedness, their daughter-in- 
law, and, all the other girls who had benefitted through them from time to time would 
never have passed the matriculation or taken other studies or careers in their lives. And 
they also mooted for such a Missionary type of NGO from the Local Community in the 
near future for, if the Christian people can undertake such welfares activities, cannot 
the Indians or the Local communities undertake it also? 


2. An Unusual Shop Sign 


Bilkij Brandon was sitting cozily in her shop supervising her tailors. They are busy 
carrying out the work of cutting and stitching assigned to them. An hour had passed 


and Bilkij was feeling drowsy from sitting and overseeing her tailors. On other days, she 
would not feel as sleepy as she would be approached by women of all types for 
consultations. But today, even after an hour of her opening shop there has not yet 
come any such needy woman. She yawned and, arching her back against her chair 
closed her eyes and, quickly dozed off. 


It had been two years since Bilkij opened shop but it has been only a year that 
people have been coming to her for consultations. At first her shop had only been a 
tailoring-shop. And it had barely passed two years when she was necessitated in 
opening this shop. 


Bilkij Bano, as she was called after her marriage, was a highly educated woman 
who wanted to enter a government service. But luck denied her! So not wasting her 
youth, vigour and time to go astray, she decided to learn cutting and stitching. But as 
her husband was a government employee and belonged to the middle class, both he 
and his family members objected to this decision. But Bilkij was adamant. She wanted 
to try out her luck and so enrolled herself in a tailoring school. 


This made her husband furious. He was in love with another woman at that time 
and so feared that Bilkij would get to know of this illegitimate affair. Of course, in due 
course of time, from her attendance at the tailoring school and her interaction with her 
tailoring school-mates, Bilkij got wind of this affair. ‘Cousin!’ her husband told her. But 
when she did not believe in this cousin-story, then he plotted divorce or talaaq against 
her. So on some small pre-text or the other, on separate occasions, he talked about 
‘divorce’ or ‘talaaq’ three times with her. That was curtains for Bilkij in her husband’s 
house. 


But luck was with Bilkij. By the time her husband uttered ‘talaaq’ for the third 
and last time, she had already learned how to cut, stitch and iron all types of dresses. 
And so when she was out of her husband’s house, she set up a home alone in a rented 
room and found employment in a tailoring-shop at a meagre Rs. 3,000/- per month. But 
for the hardworking, the diligent, the persevering, the determined, the enthusiastic and 
the helpful, money is not a problem in the path of life. And so, stitching clothes, she 
started a new life, all alone. 


Luck does not remain the same for people all the time. It always changes. And 
for Bilkij of course, it changed only for the better. One day she was visited by a male 
customer in her shop who chanced to hear her pitiable condition and which he has also 
seen earlier in other women. He gave her some advice. Following his advice Bilkij went 
to a building on the outskirts of the town. It was the office-cum-residence of the 
“Compassionate sisters”-a Christian NGO working for the betterment and privilege of 
women like her cutting across all religions, castes and communities. There she met the 
sister superior, the head and president of the NGO. After some consultation, she was 
asked to rent a shop for herself for which she was guaranteed some money as “shop 
advance” and also, a swing machine, a high-table for cutting and ironing the clothes 
and, an electric iron. 


Within a month, due to her sheer enthusiasm and determination, Bilkij was able 
to open a tailoring shop by herself, with full help and support from the named NGO. At 
first, orders were lax and she had to try hard to make both ends meet. But after some 
months, customers began making a beeline to her shop. Within a year, she could keep 
two more tailors to help her in her work, so much it had increased. 


After about a year, Bilkij found that she could keep some money aside after 
meeting all her expenses. So she decided to return all the money, including the 
monetary value of the material things to the NGO, although it was not their policy to 
receive returns. The sisters were very joyous in her such endeavour. So on Sundays, 
when she would visit them to return the money in instalments, they would sit with her 
and gossip. From such conversations, Bilkij was so overwhelmed by the sincerity and 
piety of the sisters that she thought of becoming a Christian, and so conveyed her 
intention to the sisters. No religious fraternity discourages new converts to their 
religion and in the case of the sisters also, they welcomed Bilkij wholeheartedly. So in a 
few days time, she became a Christian and also changed her name from ‘Bilkij Bano’ to 
‘Bilkij Brandon’. After her conversion, in addition to following her profession of tailoring, 
she began to enquire of women who are unlucky and oppressed as herself and tried to 
help them by initiating them to the NGO. This pleased the sisters so much that they 
asked her if her shop could be used as an extension centre for their NGO. Bilkij 
instantly agreed. So in consonance with the work, she changed the name of her shop to 
‘Bilkij Brandon’s’ tailoring shop & Extension Centre of the ‘Compassionate Sisters’, 
NGO.” 


Bilkij) woke from her slumber. She saw her employees engaged in their work. 
After some moments, she heard murmurs on the pavement leading to her shop. 
Turning her gaze towards it, she saw some women coming to her shop. She recognized 
their religions and communities from their dresses-unerringly two are Muslims; one was 
a Sikh woman while the other two were an Assamese and a Bengali respectively. Bilkij 
sighed! While only one or two women would come on other days, on this day, even 
belatedly, five women from four different communities have come to her for advice and 
help. And she will surely help them; not her but Christian charity rather, cutting across 
all lines and around the globe, harming none, benefitting all. Amen! 


3. Loves in the Lanes 


They tell that they had seen him sitting and watching television in Jaya’s house 
everyday in the forenoon. Jaya’s husband was ignorant of the affair as his occupation 
required him to arrive at eight in the morning everyday at his work and from which he 
is free at four in the afternoon. Her two young daughters also showed ignorance of the 
affair as they leave home at half-past eight every weekdays for school. But her 
neighbors and all who passed that way ‘everyday’ recalled seeing him or, finding his 
motorcycle on the small ground beside the road in front of Jaya’s house. The neighbors 
have been talking about it for some days past which have made Jaya’s husband and 
her daughters abstain from work and school, and keep themselves inside their house 
out of shame. Her husband was even contemplating a ritual usually performed by the 
Hindus after the death of a family member. 


The affair about which these neighbors of Jaya were talking, and which 
prompted her husband into thinking of performing the said ritual, was her elopement 
with Jadav, a local Brahmin young man who worked as a life Insurance Agent. And the 
factors which have led to so much discussion and preparation is that Jaya was from a 
Harijan Caste-a Sweeper-and mother of two while Jadav, although of the same age as 
Jaya, was from the Local Assamese Brahmin Community. 


Now they say lovers are blind or simply put, lovers become blinded by passion 
and this also happened in the case of Jadav and Jaya. But it is also true as the 
neighbors have been telling that, no one got wind of this affair before. But as things got 
unfolded even at a later time people got to know how love happened between Jadav 
and Jaya. It was like this. 


As said earlier, Jadav was a Life Insurance Agent and so he frequented some 
neighbors of Jaya’s who had taken Life Insurance Policies through him. It called on his 
profession to mix with people a great deal and so Jadav, often and on, visits the 
neighbors of Jaya for a fresh policy. Some two years prior to this love affair, some of 
Jaya’s husband’s friends advised him to take an Insurance Policy of some lakhs amount 
as they have seen his drinking sprees increasing. He has crossed the fifty-year age 
barrier and so they felt he had not much time to buy any insurance policy. This 
required Jaya’s husband to ask his neighbors for a known Insurance Agent of theirs who 
will be like a friend for him also. This prompted the neighbor to introduce Jadav to 
Jaya’s husband. Life Insurance policies are not bought overnight; they require time from 
the point of the buyer and, much patience from the Agent’s side. This required Jadav to 
visit Jaya’s house once a month. As familiarity breeds contempt, contrarily, it also 
produces between the opposite sexes some sort of attraction which, when attended to, 
produce passions between them. This frequenting of Jadav to Jaya’s house once a 
month for her husband’s Life Insurance policy, although made in full view of her 
neighbors and children, made him feel some attraction towards Jaya’s lovely face and 
her curved, youthful body. And as said earlier, the same condition which necessitated 
Jaya’s husband take a Life Insurance policy, also led him to remain away from her, at 
least physically, for the past year and a half. There remains little or, none love between 
couples when their physical touch diminishes or expires. This happened with Jaya also. 
For some months last she has not received any love from her husband, not even a firm 
grasp on her back from her behind. Now Jadav’s monthly anticipatory visits have 


ignited the same flame in her young mind and youthful body which she had perceived 
from her grown up years. At first she was shy enough to sit in front of him and gossip. 
She would put the tea cup and the plateful of biscuits before him and hurry into her 
living room. But Jadav’s bright personality, his soft yet determined looks and his gentle, 
manly voice inclined her towards him. It was the same with Jadav. At first, he was 
thinking only of her husband’s Insurance Policy; nothing else mattered to him. But over 
time, when his visits increased and he got to see Jaya more in her visits to the drawing 
room, he became inflamed with Passion. Those eyes of hers-eyes which a male human 
being always looks for in love-which although black but bright, match with the eyes he 
longs to see in women. And her sweet voice, her cleanliness, her youthful figure and 
her gait, slowly filled his mind with Passion for her. He decided to tell his mind to her 
when he will find a chance. And that chance came one day on the fifth month of his 
visits to her house. 


That Jaya’s husband will be taking a Life Insurance Policy through Jadav as the 
agent was a Surety. But he could not make his ends meet due to his scanty income. 
And during Jadav’s visit to their house one day, Jaya asked Jadav a question: “Say, what 
will happen if my husband dies before the policy matures?” 


Jadav: “In that case you will be receiving the Insurance amount and some 
bonus. Why did you ask?” 
Jaya: “Simply! Actually, | didn’t know.” 


Jadav, humorously: “Well, | mean would you like him dead?” 
Jaya did not answer. She looked downwards. 


Jadav: “Well, you will be richer by some lakhs of rupees. Can | know what 
will you do with this money?” 


Jaya did not say anything. Instantly, she got up and with her face downwards, 
got out from the room. Jadav was clever. He could sense people’s weakness. He did not 
proceed on that matter any further. He phoned to Jaya the next day. After some few 
formal words, he asked her: 


“Say, why did you go out of the room yesterday with face downwards? Did | say 
anything bad?” 


Jaya: “No! It was not that, | was only thinking of some other thing”. 

Jadav: “But why did you think of his death? You could’ve thought of him as living 
and enjoying life with you and your daughters”. 

Jaya: “He may live-on but he will never enjoy life with us... he loves his booze 
mere than us”. 


Now Jadav can be conditionally clever for his age and profession. He knew 
when to hammer a red-hot Iron. He said: “what do you mean ‘not enjoying’ with you? 
Doesn't he love you? | don’t think he hates you or detests you”. 


“Well”, said Jaya, “you see, not-hating someone doesn’t mean loving the person 
very much. What I am telling is that he loves his drinks more than us-I mean his family, 
although it hasn’t amounted to ‘hate’ yet”. 


Jadav: “Doesn’t he love you, | mean your daughters also?” 

Jaya: “He used to very much earlier. But from some months past he has been 
remaining away from them and gets irritated from them even when they go near him. 
From a score or so of days, he hasn’t been talking and sharing jokes with them. He has 
perhaps talked about this change of his attitude to his friends. That is why they have 
been urging him to buy a ‘Life Insurance’ Policy”. 

Jadav: “I see! Now if he will also stop talking and sharing with you what will you 
do? Or, if something happens to him enabling you to receive a claim from the Insurance 
Company?” 


Jaya did not say anything for some moments. Jadav counted the seconds 
in his mind. He knew he has touched a chord. Shall he say it now? Is it the opportune 
moment? How will he say it? After what seemed like more than fifteen seconds, he 
said, “well, if you are finding him boring or detestable, you can live with me. | always 
pity woman like you”. 


That opened the door for Jaya. In her heart of hearts, she had a great 
likening and inclination for Jadav. But being married and belonging to the menial caste, 
she could not expect any welcome, but only rejection from him. So she had kept her 
thoughts and feelings to herself and had been venting her suppressed passions by 
talking and jesting with him whenever he visited them. Now, she could hardly control 
her emotions. Even then, to show some decency, she controlled her statement to a, 
“will you be able to live with me?” 


Jadav: “My...are you an animal or anything of that sort? | don’t see any 
reason why | cannot live with so fine a woman as you”. 

Jaya: “But how can you live with a sweeper woman like me? Even talking with me 
raises eyebrows in the society!” 

Jadav: “It may! But this same society does not feed you when you are hungry, 
treat you when you are ill or, give you the girl you desire to marry. Society is needed 
only for some common purposes. In other things, society acts only as a barrier in the 
free conduct and upliftment of an individual.” 


Hardly had he finished talking when Jaya cut off the conversation. Jadav 
guessed only the affirmative. Some months passed when he blankly told her that he 
loved her and also wished to marry her. At first Jaya was disinclined for marriage. But 
upon Jadav’s insistence and feeling his ardor, she made up her mind to elope with him. 


A year had passed after Jaya’s husband bought an insurance policy 
through Jadav. Jadav frequents her house as usual. His tempo has been increasing from 
some months past. In case of his other policyholders, their renewal premiums and the 
commission accruing there-from are his concern; but not in case of Jaya’s husband. In 
this house-hold, he has other things in his mind. Till this time from the day their love 
has been settled, he has never hugged or lifted Jaya, leave alone kissing her. Pure love 
needs no hugging, embracing or kissing, he feels. Perceiving and sharing of the 
emotions is the real love; the physical and sensual enjoyment is only the last part 
which in many cases, is not required and is better if left un-enjoyed or unexplored 
except when love is perfected in marriage. Jaya has consented to come to his life; so 
there is no need to be physical now. And so one forenoon, in one of his visits to Jaya’s 
house, he came out only minutes after he had come followed by Jaya in beautiful, but 
not showy clothes. In the eye of their neighbors, they are going out together for the 
first time, but she and Jadav knew, this was also the last time they have come out 


together from her house. Jaya left a photocopy of the marriage certificate for her 
husband which Jadav had produced at the Marriage Registrar’s Office by registering 
themselves as husband and wife even before eloping. 


Jaya’s husband got to know of her elopement only late in the evening of 
that day. As he was heavily under his drinks, he could not grasp the situation clearly. 
His younger daughter had cried herself to sleep from shyness, grief and frustration. It 
was the elder one who broke the news to him. He beat her instead, leveling her as 
unlucky to convey such message and not cooking the night meal. 


Only the next day could Jaya’s husband discern what had happened. He 
felt shy to go to work. His daughters also absented themselves from their classes. His 
neighbors urged him to lodge a complaint with the police. ‘Case of abduction and 
forced marriage’ they urged him. In his moods of frustration, grief, shame and anger 
against his wife, and to cover his pseudo manliness, he did just that. The Police brought 
in Jadav and Jaya and booked them under section 420z of the Indian Penal Code (IPC) 
against this allegation of Abduction and forced marriage. But in this case also, the ever 
cautions Jadav played his role well. He had brought the original as well as a photocopy 
of the marriage certificate with him to show to the police. He gave them to the police 
proclaiming his innocence. The Police interviewed Jaya. Jaya replied negatively. She 
told the Police that she loved Jadav and had come to him of her own free will. The 
Police could not do anything when one from the plaintiff’s side speaks on behalf of the 
accused. Jadav and Jaya were rewarded for their unflinching love by being released 
from the Police Station. Jaya’s husband got a good reprimand from the Police and was 
made to spend a night at the Police Station for falsely implicating Jadav and Jaya. Jadav 
and Jaya were not only given a clean chit from the Police Station but their discharge 
from the Police Station within an hour of their arrest made the neighbors of Jadav’s 
newly rented house see them with a new light and gave Jadav and Jaya a new and 
special recognition from them. It is only a natural circumstance that when a higher 
authority frees someone, common people accept such judgment only ‘too easily’. 


And so after spending a night in the Police Station, Jaya’s husband, after 
returning to his house, had not the courage, nor the decency to go to his work or, face 
his friends. And so as a last-stand to save his disgrace, he has been making 
preparations for an ‘Adhyashraddha’ (funeral ceremony) in the name of his wife Jaya to 
show to the world that in his and his family’s opinion, Jaya is dead. This has made his 
acquaintances and neighbors laugh and deride him more. Jaya and Jadav also came to 
know of this ceremony. They had a good laugh among themselves as soon as they 
heard about this ceremony. 


Jaya and Jadav decided to start life ‘anew’. Jaya being educated took an agency 
at the Post Office to work as an agent for small savings schemes. They have decided to 
start a family with an income earned together in this way and encased in that perpetual 
passion of all living beings - love! 


4. The Undertaker of Tribhubon 


Its proper name was ‘Tribhubon Ashram’, but, it was not an Ashram. Rather it 
was a crematorium. And so the better if it is singularly called ‘Tribhuban’. The 
crematorium is now-a-days undertaken by Jogot who is the eldest of the three brothers. 
His father Bhusan, now slow and weary of old age, look after the cattle and the 
household and, also helps him in his work of undertaker when sometimes two or more 
bodies were brought at the same time or, at night time when Jogot would want a 
helping-hand. Jogot’s two younger brothers are educated and in the services of the 
government; transferable jobs which have made them stay out of town along with their 
families. Jogot had also studied but till his matriculation when Bhusan’s job of 
undertaker sometimes demanded of two or three pyres to be lighted simultaneously. At 
such times Jogot would take another axe and billet the logs which Bhusan had earlier 
bought from others and had cut those into logs of some feet long and thus helped the 
funeral party in burning their dead. In this way, he helped his father in his profession of 
an undertaker. 


Profession, Yes! Now-a-days, it is Jogot’s business as an undertaker. A few 
decades earlier, it was his father’s Bhusan’s. This profession of undertaking has passed 
two generations within the same family. It was started by Bhusan some three decades 
ago when Bhusan had first set foot in Sivasagar. Bereft of credit and kindness, he had 
chosen this place on the bank of the river to stay. During the day he would roam about 
and do manual labor in exchange of some rupees as wages. He would use the river for 
his cleansing purposes and in the night, roll down on the ground or sleep inclining his 
back against a tree. All his eating was done at the restaurants for he had no home or 
hearth. No one knew where Bhusan came from. He told the people he was from 
Rawalpindi, now in Pakistan, and had fled from his home during the partition. He was 
the only member of his family to stay alive. All the others were butchered. He had 
drifted and drifted and had arrived at this part of India. It was ‘freedom time’ and 


everybody lived freely, not asking another from where they have come. In a few days, 
out of the savings of his wages, Bhusan erected for him a thatched roof in a corner of 
this plot of land under which he slept peacefully during rainy days. Often and on, to this 
plot of land also for its riverside location, people would bring dead bodies for cremation. 
During rainy days Bhusan would watch the people try to burn the dead with logs and 
wood that was damp. He would be moved by the plight of the people, but he could not 
do anything for, he was not the undertaker of this crematorium, nor was he thinking of 
becoming one. 


In the course of some months, Bhusan who had been working as a daily 
wage laborer, had saved enough money to build a kutcha bamboo hut in the same 
place where he had erected the thatched roof. Within this cozy house, he got some 
respite from the rain and the flies which had harassed him no end when he was 
sleeping in the open but, another problem cropped up at that time! As much as he 
knew, the problem was absent during the day because he would be absent at that time. 
But after the evening, the problem often showed up. It was in the form of people 
knocking at his door and asking where the ‘Undertaker’ of the crematorium was. If he 
would answer that the crematorium has no undertaker, then the party would ask him if 
he could help them by cutting the logs that they have brought and laying-up the pyre. 
Bhusan had a kindly heart! He understood human woes! So he would help them. But 
this also meant he had to sometimes help them at late night when his occupation 
demanded a good night’s sleep. This led Bhusan into thinking why doesn’t he become 
the ‘undertaker’ of this crematorium and collect money as fees from the funeral parties 
and provide for him an income through this profession? He will help the parties in 
setting up the pyre and making all the preparations which religion demanded, and also 
clean-up the shed once the corpse becomes incinerated. The country at that time was 
in its infancy; land reform and land holding system had not been newly organized; land 
was freely available and funeral services not taxed yet. So, this was the good time to 
place himself in this land and start a business of undertaking, thought Bhusan. What 
will become when the land will come under measurement and taxation is a different 
matter. So he thought that it was the right time to become an undertaker of that 
crematorium. For investment or tools he would only require two sharp axes. Thinking 
thus, he ordered for them the next day to be delivered to him one-after-another. The 
next day, instead of going and standing beside the town’s main square to find work, he 
went to the blacksmith and ordered two large axes for cutting trees and logs. Then he 
returned to his hut and waited for a funeral party to come for cremation. But he was for 
ill luck on that day! On the first day and also on the second, during all those forty eight 
hours, no cremation occurred. On the third day, instead of waiting for parties, he went 
out early morning to bring his first axe for which he had made ready a good, stout 
bamboo handle. He arrived home after two hours. Then taking a light meal, he fitted 
the handle to the axe and was lazing on the street when he eyed a procession carrying 
a bier from afar. He felt he could scent the incense from that far. He slowly retracted 
his steps towards his hut and stood on the doorway. In less than five minutes, the 
procession was at his court yard. The bier was brought into the open space. One of the 
party inquired of Bhusan, “Is there any undertaker here?” Bhusan felt a tightness clump 
his throat. He was at a loss for words. All he could answer was “I’m doing the 
undertaking!” His reply brought another question from the men; “Is there any pyre 
wood nearby? | fear we may have a shortage of Pyre wood”! Bhusan asked the men to 
enter the ground, and then went to the other side of the road to the Bania who sells 
wood for all purposes. This was the first time he was buying pyre wood for anyone. He 
did not know how much to buy. The bania told him to buy three quintals. They will all 
be used up, he added. Then he asked for Rs. 100/- as their price. It was a whopping 


sum in those days. Bhusan brought the logs on his shoulders. But they were massive 
and will not burn easily. So he split and billeted them with his new axe. But he was in 
for a surprise! Only about a quintal of wood was used. He had two quintals remaining. 
Now he could not charge Rs. 100/- as cost of pyre wood from the party. It would be too 
much. He asked for Rs. 50/- but a person from the party who was an experienced one 
on these matters, told Bhusan that Rs. 20/- of pyre wood is required and Rs. 5/- may be 
taken as fees. Bhusan accepted it. No other funeral party came on that day. In the 
afternoon he talked of returning the remaining pyre wood to the Bania. “But how can | 
receive them after you stocked them inside the crematorium? You could have 
deposited them outside”, retorted the Bania. “But what difference does it make, inside 
the crematorium or outside the crematorium?” asked Bhusan. “It makes a whole lot of 
difference”, the Bania said. “Doesn’t one have to bathe after returning from a 
crematorium? It is the same with pyre wood! Once the public see it, no one will buy 
even a billet of wood from me”, the Bania said. Bhusan felt sore! He had not known the 
Bania to be so miserly and hard-hearted. But he got a lesson! This time he must keep 
all the pyre wood outside the cremation ground. True the remaining pyre wood will be 
used up in another cremation, but how can one know when a dead-body will be 
arriving? Of course a dead body did arrive in a day’s time which used up those pyre 
wood and released Bhusan’s invested money. But that body brought much burden to 
Bhusan while at the same time provided him an Idea. That particular corpse had 
arrived in the late evening and by the time preparations were made, it was night. But 
the pyre wood at the disposal of Bhusan could not, a cause unknown to anyone, 
incinerate that body. And when Bhusan went to the Bania for wood he found the 
Bania’s shop closed. He searched ‘heaven and hell’ for pyre wood, but could not find 
any. One the other hand, the flames were about to die out and murmurs could be heard 
among the attendants. Then Bhusan found some old, dried up logs in a house of one of 
his neighbours. He at once billeted them and brought the cremation to an end. But this 
same incident also brought a reciprocal thought to his mind; why not buy trees, cut 
them into logs and billets and sell them as pyre wood? This will help all in such 
customary occasions and will also give him a business. So the next day without waiting 
for any dead body, he went out in search of dead and unwanted trees. He marked out 
several on the bank of the river and also cut one down (to be brought later). As time 
passed, he did a good business of selling pyre wood and also of the job of an 
undertaker in the crematorium. When he found that he can eke out a living as an 
undertaker, he married a local Assamese girl who was born of a Muslim mother and 
was therefore despised and ostracized in the society. They were presented with three 
sons. Bhusan sent them to school and did not engage them as his assistants as must 
poor people in India are wont to do. This is because being formally uneducated himself, 
he realized that without education, his three sons will have to work as manual laborers 
in their mature years to earn a living. So he got them admitted to a Local English 
School. His sons of course, in due course of time, did not betray his belief. The first one 
completed his matriculation while the second and the third both became engineers and 
were engaged in jobs outside the town. As Bhusan caught up with age and could not 
fell the big trees as fast as he could earlier, his eldest son Jagot had to join him and did 
the log-cutting and billeting while Bhusan helped the funeral party in conducting the 
cremation. Now, many changes were done at the crematorium from the time when 
Bhusan started the job. The land was acquired by the municipality and taxed according 
to commercial lands. Bhusan’s thatched hut was permitted to remain as a quarter of 
the undertaker. An NGO of the town built five new sheds including the earliest one to 
undertake five cremations at a time and, a shed for the attendants and lavatory 
facilities also. Lately, seeing Bhusan’s failing health due to old age, his eldest son Jagot 
decided to act fully as the undertaker of the crematorium. He had married and is 


raising a family by carrying out the profession of an undertaker. And although despised 
and criticized by his neighbors once for his job, Bhusan is now acknowledged for his 
rationale thinking and hard work while bringing up his family. Now, his sons are not 
despised as he was once despised as an undertaker. And people who had at least once 
visited a crematorium also realized that like any other business, an undertaker’s work 
is also a business whose services are greatly needed in the final ‘farewell ceremony’ of 
the dead! Amen!! 


5. Cupid’s un-evadable Triangle! 


This triangle has been perceived by many people all over the world. Some 
entered this triangle themselves and came out victorious; others came out not 
victoriously but as those who entered the triangle; while some others never came out 
from this triangle alive. This triangle could not be drawn or, made out of anything nor, 
can anyone see it. But it can be perceived through observation from the exterior and 
also, by those who intentionally or through misfortune come within the ambit of this 
triangle. Like this triangle forming in every part of the world, it also came to be formed 
in a small town of this part of India. And in this triangle, two of its actors were males 


while one was a female. All the actors of this triangle were of the same age and same 
standard. But the uniqueness of this triangle was that one of its actors did not know 
that he had come unintentionally into this triangle. So perhaps it will be better if we 
look at this triangle from the angle of this unintentional actor who was pulled against 
his knowledge into this triangle. 


Harinder or Hari as he was popularly called was a Lanky Sikh boy of 
fourteen years of age. At the time of his coming into this triangle, he had not entered 
Manhood. He was tall, suave, smart and quite athletic. He had one short coming-he was 
not brilliant in his studies like the other actors of the triangle. But this short coming of 
his did not in any way decrease his personality. In fact, it remained so dynamic that it 
attracted the fancy of the sharpest girl in his section-Shivani. 


Now Shivani, just like the way she was the sharpest of the students of her 
‘Section’, was also the smartest, most head-strong and, possessed the most stable 
personality among the girls of her section. Being the daughter of a doctor in a family of 
high caste-well educated people, she was well bred and also possessed a well- 
proportioned physique and personality from her childhood. And at the time of the 
formation of this triangle which started from her fancy for Hari, she had already 
received the kernel of womanhood from Mother Nature. But she could not be motivated 
or swayed to think of any other young man or person at that time other than Hari. Only 
Hari’s lanky frame and dynamic personality caught her attention and it can also be said 
that his mediocrity in his studies which was largely opposite to the sharpness in her, 
caught her fancy even more. Gazing fancifully is a sign of love and Shivani would find 
an outlet of her love by gazing at Hari whenever she would find a chance and, the time. 
Hari did not mind being ogled or gazed-at by her for he was not till that time gifted by 
nature of that wonderful power and feeling called youth. But their classmates observed 
this and within a few days of this observation came to the conclusion that Shivani loved 
Hari, thus giving a start to the triangle. 


In this triangle of Cupid’s another actor unintentionally found himself in it. He 
was Samujjal but his friends short named him as Sumu, because of his fatness which 
fits the Sumu Wrestlers of Japan. Sure Sumu was fat but he broke that disadvantage of 
his by taking part in sports and in quiz programs. He had an infatuation for Shivani from 
his teens and when he found himself on the threshold of youth, he found that 
infatuation turn to fondness and desire which he did not at that time recognize as love. 
Like Shivani who would stare at Hari, he would glance from time to time at Shivani 
although he would not be reciprocated by her as she was already possessed by her 
fancy for Hari. But his classmates soon caught up with this act of his and so the 
complete triangle of love could be perceived by them. Cupid’s triangles do not last 
long. As it is a three sided thing with only three players in it, one player or actor 
remains neutral or is thrown outside the triangle every time. This happened in this 
triangle also. 


As said earlier, Hari did not know that Shivani was fond of him and that he had 
come inside a triangle. But like his classmates, he had also come to know that Sumu 
has fallen for Shivani and is very much in love with her. He also resented the fact that 
Shivani do not reciprocate this love but he does not express his resentment as he 
thinks it to be of her personal matter. Even then he disliked Shivani’s rigid stand. He 
decided to break Shivani’s adamancy and unite Sumu with Shivani. And he was 
rewarded in his determination within a year or two. 


When hari passed his matriculation, he decided to study commerce at a 
prestigious college of commerce in the capital city. In the same city also, in another 
prestigious college of the state known for its antiquity and for the luminaries it has 
produced from its inception, Shivani and Sumu has taken admission as Pre-University 
(P.U) Science students. And although their colleges were different, Hari and Shivani 
would come and go in the same buses to and from their homes to their colleges. So 
Hari thought he can talk to Shivani over this matter if he found the chance. So after a 
couple of journeys to and from their colleges together, one day after he had boarded 
the night-service bus and had seated himself beside Shivani, he began to converse with 
her with the idea of introducing Sumu’s love for her in the background. In the course of 
his conversation he said to her: “Say Shivani, now that you have been six months at 
such a prestigious college, has anyone come to you for friendship? 


Shivani: “You mean?” 

Hari, on the sly: “I mean has any girl of your college come to you for friendship?” 

Shivani: “Why surely, | have my hostel mates and my batch mates as friends”. 

Hari: “nobody outside these two circles?” 

Shivani: “You mean?” 

Hari: “Like someone superior than you.” 

Shivani: “You mean my seniors? Why all my roommates are older than me.” 

Hari: “And among your batch mates, who are your closest?” 

Shivani: “No one particularly as | treat all of them as equals.” 

Hari: “Our previous schoolmate Sumu is your batch mate this time. Perhaps you 
have a good deal of friendship with him.” 

Shivani: “why did you ask?” 

Hari: “ Only because you told me that all are your friends that is why.” 

Shivani: “That is for sure although he ... | mean he keeps a little distance from 
me.” 

Hari: “Does he? | thought it is you who keeps away from him?” 

Shivani: “Why should |?” 

Hari: “Because you had that habit at school.” 

Shivani: “Did you notice it then?” 

Hari: “We all did!” 


Shivani felt silent from outside she looked embarrassed. She looked downwards. 
Then she spoke, “of course | had reasons which can be called ‘entirely personal’”. Hari 
fell silent. He felt as if he had ‘bumped’ into something solid. Some moments of silence 
followed between them although in the bus other passengers had been talking. Shivani 
looked out of the window. Hari looked downwards and thought of a situation to ‘create 
a round’ to continue the conversation. He was rewarded some hours later. 


Hari and Shivani, at this time, were travelling in a Night-Service bus. At the 
time of their chatting, dusk was descending on the earth. And as the silence followed 
after those talks coupled with the gradually increasing darkness, both Hari and Shivani 
fell into a slumber. Some hours later the bus stopped at a place which fell half-way 
between the capital city and their home and during that stoppage they were wakened 
up by the call of the conductor to refresh themselves. Hari and Shivani alighted and 
went to the same Hotel. They ordered rice for meals and sat down to eat. Hari broke 
the Ice-“The meals at this hotel are nice. Have you eaten them earlier?” 


Shivani: “No! This is the first time | have come here. Have you earlier?” 
Hari: “Yes! | have come here two or three times earlier.” 


Shivani: “I find the cleanliness well.” 
Hari: “The food tastes great too.” 


They talked through the meal until their return to their bus. When the bus 
started on the onward journey, Hari started the earlier topic: 


Hari: “I say, why did you keep away from Sumu at School?” 

Shivani was clever. She replied: “But | kept away from all the boys. Did | mix 
physically with you?” 

Hari: “Of course not. But you should have kept up a friendship with Sumu?” 

Shivani: “Why should |?” 

Hari: “Because he kept looking at you.” 

Shivani: “So?” 

Hari: “Well, it could be that he loved you.” 

Shivani: “How can you say of someone as loving you if he keeps ‘ogling’ at you? 
He may even be finding your face ‘funny’ to look at? 

Hari: “But funny faces don’t beckon ogling glances all the time.” 

Shivani: “So did it mean he loved me?” 

Hari: “Sure! What could it be otherwise?” 

Shivani was silent. Then she spoke: “I had no desire to fall in love at school.” 

Hari: “Do you have now?” 

Shivani: “Why do you ask?” 

Hari: “Well, | mean to say ‘Sumu’ loved you very much.” 

Shivani, smilingly: “That means he does not love me now; are you saying that?” 

Hari: “My God! Does love ‘die out’ over time if it does not find any response?” 

Shivani: “I don’t know actually for | haven’t fallen in love yet”. 

Hari: “Do you want to now?” 

Shivani: “I can’t say...! Only time will tell.” 

Hari: “But will time wait for you?” 

Shivani: “So?” 

Hari: “I thought if you give the matter a little thought then, ...” 

Shivani: “About what?” 

Hari: “About Sumu’s love for you” 

Shivani: “My God! | thought you were only passing the time gossiping. Has Sumu 
appointed you as his advocate or what?” 

Hari: “Friendship needs no advocate.” 

Shivani: “Of course not! And | was thinking of you as a friend.” 

Hari: “Am | not?” 

Shivani: “Then please be my advocate also” 

Hari: “For?” 

Shivani: “Well, please tell Sumu that | don’t love him anyway!” 

Hari: “Well, | can easily tell him that. But why on earth don’t you love Sumu?” 

Shivani: “Because he doesn’t appeal to me!” 

Hari: “You mean?” 

Shivani: “His personality!” 

Hari: “But he says he loves you!” 


Shivani did not answer. The bus had at this time gathered a lot of speed. 
Shivani’s seat was beside the window. The gust of wind coming through the open 
window of any fast moving vehicle quickly reduces one to slumber. Shivani also felt the 
impact of that breeze. She slowly fell into a slumber and was soon fast asleep. Inside 
the dark bus occasionally illuminated by the beams-of-light of the passing vehicles, Hari 


realized that Shivani had fallen asleep. Turning his head on the side of the aisle and 
behind, he got a notion that everyone in the bus had surrendered themselves to sleep. 
In that overwhelming prevailing condition of ‘temporary unconsciousness’, Hari 
perceived a ‘dead weighty’ condition to rest his head on the upper-part of the high, 
inclined seat. And as he did so, he felt a great weight taken off his mind and body... 


The bus was still half an hour’s journey from the capital city when the beams of 
the morning Sun’s rays illuminated the entire bus. Those golden beams showered a 
golden hue inside the colorful bus and wakened everyone up inside the bus. It looked 
as if Hari was the last to be wakened up for when he had regained his bearings, he 
could hear everyone’s murmur. And a few moments later as he opened his eyes he was 
greeted by Shivani who said: 


“Good Morning! | think you had a good sleep last night.” 


Hari: “I really had! Have we reached?” 
Shivani: “A dozen miles more | think. Are you eager to reach down?” 
Hari: “No! But I think all will be getting down in an hour’s time.” 


In half an hour the bus reached the destination. Several buses from all over the 
state had already arrived. Shivani’s and Hari’s Colleges were different and so were their 
routes. In minutes they will bid ‘goodbye’. So as a sign of formality, Shivani told Hari, 
“we have to part again for now. You phone to me at my hostel. | will be thinking over 
the proposal given by you yesterday. But chances are it may never turn out to be 
positive. Hari was shaken. He had forgotten his conversation with Shivani the night 
before, how he had advocated and pressed for an acceptance of Sumu’s love for 
Shivani. He recollected himself at once and replied with feigned intelligence: 


“I’m sure you will. After all it is a matter of hearts, you know? If not yours heart 
than his at least.” 
Shivani: “Is it? | see....”, and then as the bus came to a halt amidst the murmur of the 
people inside and outside, Hari added: “you have to anyway. It is a request from a 
friend!” 


They got down from the bus and at once parted ways. Back at their respective 
hostels, they got ready for their student works. And so busy mere they for a couple of 
weeks that Hari did not find time to make a call to Shivani. Then only on the third 
Sunday following their arrival from home, did Hari find time to make a call. He had not 
also during this time met Sumu who was in the same college with Shivani and so had 
not shared his conversation with him, but he decided to feign to her on this matter. 
There were no mobile phones in those days and one had to go to the Public Call Office 
(PCO) to call somebody which was a little expensive. But in this case he will be a local 
caller and so it will not bleed him much. He called her in the evening. The hostel ward 
boy of Shivani’s hostel called on her at her room to announce the call. 


Hari: “Hi Shivani, this is Hari. How are you?” 
Shivani: “I’m fine. Hope you are also OK. So you got the time today to phone to 
me. Of course | was also busy too.” 


Hari did some talking followed by some from Shivani. After a minute or two he 
opened his earlier errand of request. “Say Shivani, have you thought of ‘Processing’ my 
request?” He asked in a technical style. 


Shivani: “Process what? Are you talking of food processing or what?” Shivani had been 
anticipating this question from Hari. So she had readied this type of answer to remain 
out of this issue and take some time to give a good reply. 


Hari: “I’m not talking about ‘food processing’ or such like. Perhaps you 
remember what | had asked for during our journey from home to college last?” 

Shivani: “Oh! | had forgotten all about that. What had we been talking, can you 
recall for me? Of course it’s not that necessary.” 

Hari: “It is of course necessary for me!” 

Shivani: “I hear a tone of ‘adamantine’ in you.” 

Hari: “That is because you do not want to hear anything from my part on that 
matter.” 

Shivani: “But what were you saying or had said, | don’t ever member anything. 
Perhaps you will do a little bit of ‘tickling’ my retention.” 

Hari: “Is that it? Then shall | say that you agreed to think about something?” 

Shivani: “What was that?” 

Hari: “About someone’s fondness for you.” 

Shivani: “My goodness ...who is that fellow who’s fond of me...?” A little silence 
proceeded. Then, “You see everyone who’s acquainted with me is a little fond of me all 
the time” she said. 

Hari: “But I’m not fond of you!” 

Shivani felt a shock and a little shame at this answer. Composing herself, she 
said: “Is it true? But from your proximity (with me) and the manner of your 
conversations, | thought you are very fond of me”, she said with amusement. 

Hari: “How can | be fond of one who’s so hard-hearted? As | am soft-hearted, | 
like others who are soft-hearted too.” 

Shivani: “I see! Then should | be soft-hearted to engender affection from you?” 

Hari: “You should be such that you can accept the love that our friend Sumu 
proposes to you.” 

Shivani: “So now you are asking me to be soft-hearted to accept Sumu’s love. | 
don’t know what to tell you. Anyway...” 

Hari: “You have only to accept it now for earlier you had told about giving this 
matter some thought.” 

Shivani: “But | had also told you it may never be positive.” 

Hari: “Three weeks have passed of my proposal. Do you need some more time?” 


Shivani felt angry at Hari’s insistence. Deep in her heart she had a long-standing 
weakness for Hari and so now she could not thwart off his request at once. She gave 
the matter some thought. Then she said: 


“You see, Sumu is my college mate now but he has not even for once sounded to 
me about this thing. How can | accept his love through his friend’s insistence? And 
mind you as his personality never appeals to me, | will never love a person like him.” 


Hari hung up on that day. He knew that Shivani was cross with him. But he 
was determined to unite Sumu with her. So the next Sunday, he visited her at her 
hostel personally, taking with him a small present. Shivani was always fond of Hari. 
Seeing him at her hostel, she was joyous. Hari bypassed the subject of Sumu. They 
passed some good enjoyable moments, recollecting their school days. After some time 
Hari left with a promise of visiting her again. In this way, he thought, he would come to 
her hostel often-and-on to see her, presenting her with small presents of special 
chocolates which all girls love to eat. And during her college week, some weeks later, at 


the week-end when there was a cultural programme, Hari sacrificed his own course- 
studies and the discipline of his hostel to keep company with Shivani. From their 
second year at college, when he would find the time, he would take her out to any 
nearby restaurants and delight her with a cup of coffee, snacks and other things she 
likes most. And during this period, whenever they would return to their homes and 
again come to college, he would book tickets for her and carry her baggage to give her 
some comfort. And all this while, he was careful not to broach the issue of Sumu. 
Shivani was only elated at Hari’s soft-behavior towards her for she had silently loved 
Hari and only thought that Hari was finally opening himself up to receive her love. But 
things would turn out to be different later. 


It was the last day of both of their college lives. They are appearing in their final 
examinations of their pre-University courses. After the last examination day, they all 
will be given a day each to collect their baggage and evacuate their hostels. This meant 
Shivani, Hari, Sumu and all the other students of their hometown studying in the capital 
city would be returning home. And as in the earlier instances, Hari was given the task 
of booking a seat for her by Shivani. Naturally this time also it would be Hari and herself 
on the double seat, Shivani thought. But as she boarded the bus, she came in for a 
shock. She got a seat beside the window as usual but her co-passenger was none than 
‘Sumu’. She searched frantically for Hari but found that he had got a seat only in the 
cabin. When contracted, he told her that as all the students were returning, he could 
find only one seat which he had booked for Shivani. The bus was jam-packed and 
Shivani could not find any other person to change her seat. Reluctantly, with feigned 
courtesies, she sat with Sumu. During the dinner break she avoided Sumu straightaway 
and coming up with Hari, ate her meal with him together. As she was about to pay her 
bill, post dinner, Hari signaled to her that he will pay for her. And keeping up with the 
earlier practice, after alighting at their home town next morning, he helped her in 
unloading her baggage and placing it her father’s car. During all this time, Shivani 
looked away from Sumu, although he had from time-to-time tried to strike a 
conversation with her. 


A day or two later, after their arrival in her father’s house, when Shivani was 
enjoying the newly sprouting flowers and leaves, for it was nearing spring, she heard 
the shrill ring of her telephone. Without expecting anyone she picked up the receiver 
and spoke “Hello!” from the other end she heard, “Hi Shivani! Is that you? I’m Hari.” 


Shivani: “Oh Hari!” How nice is it to hear your voice. How are you?” 

Hari: “I’m fine! | only got a chance to phone to you today.” They exchanged 
some pleasantries and then hung up. Before parting, Shivani invited Hari to come to 
her house on that coming Bihu, a spring and Assamese New Year festival. And Hari was 
only too eager to accept the invitation for he had other ideas. 


Baisakh is celebrated in nearly every part of India as it heralds the spring season 
and spring on the other hand, signifies youth and vitality. In Assam also it is celebrated 
with much fervor. And for young people of the age group of Hari, Shivani or Sumu that 
Baisakh was mere colorful for, a weighty burden had been removed from their 
shoulders by way of their recently concluded P.U. examinations. And on the day of 
Bihu, Shivani had received a phone call from Hari, greeting her on that Bihu and 
enquiring of her if she would remain home the next day for as earlier invited, he would 
be visiting her on that Bihu. Shivani was overjoyed and so made some traditional 
sweetmeats in addition to the ones made by her mother and also the large amount of 
readymade sweets her father had bought from restaurants. But on that second day of 


Bihu, in the afternoon, Shivani got the shock of her life when she saw a white 
Ambassador Car stopping in front of her gate. In the driver’s seat was a young man 
who looked like or, wait, he really was Sumu, Shivani realized. She was a little relieved 
when she saw Hari’s lanky, handsome figure coming out of the co-passenger’s door. As 
usual in keeping up with her immaculate acting qualities, she ran towards the gate and 
said with a tone of astonished gladness which shocked even Hari, not to say of Sumu; 
“Why, it is Samujjal here and that too on this day of Bihu, ‘Happy Bihu to both of you’. 
How have been your Bihu celebrations? It seems you have brought Hari here, | think.” 


Sumu : “Well, ‘Happy Bihu to you too, Shivani’. No! It was Hari who asked me for 
a lift. | hope | have not ‘rained on your parade’.” 


Shivani: “Oh no Sumu, don’t speak like that. | was only thinking how Hari could 
come alone, his shyness is so profound.” Saying thus she opened her gate and let the 
two young friends inside her house. She seated them and called her mother to 
introduce them. Once the Introduction was over, they started chatting with each other. 
Deep inside her, Shivani felt an urge to chase Sumu away from her house, so deep was 
her hated for him but she restrained herself. They had tea and talked for about an hour 
when the two got up and bade goodbye to Shivani. As Shivani went to see them off at 
her gate, Hari produced a small flat thing, wrapped in ordinary paper and gave it to 
Shivani saying, “This is something from me to you on this Bihu. Hope you enjoy it.” 
Shivani took it eagerly! Her heart raced a bit. Elation always proceeds after one 
receives a gift from a loved one or one whom he or she adorns. After they had gone, 
Shivani opened the present and found something wrapped in Violet water-proof paper. 
It was a chocolate! She was overjoyed. She tore off the outer wrapping. Inside was 
cleverly placed a slip of paper. She read it eagerly. It was written “Happy Bihu Shivani! 
I’ll be phoning you soon.” Definitely it is Hari, thought Shivani. And she will only be 
delighted if Hari phones. So she eagerly anticipated his phone call. 


Some days passed. Phone calls a many had come on all those days but they 
were not Hari’s. Then are afternoon, it rang as before. As usual it was their servant who 
picked it up. Then he asked Shivani to handle it saying she was wanted. Shivani was 
delighted when she heard Hari’s “Hello” from the other end. 

Shivani: “Why Hari, have you been so late in phoning me?” 


Hari: “Oh that I’m born a man! | have been busy going here and there and so 
have not found the time to phone to you.” They exchanged pleasantries for about 
fifteen minutes when Shivani said: 

“| don’t know why you wrote inside that gift that you will be phoning me. There is 
no need to announce it early. You are free to phone anytime.” 

Hari: “I know that. But actually, it would be Sumu who may be phoning to you”. 
Shivani was shocked and became reddened with anger. She was speechless. She 
said:“You mean Sumu may phone to me. Why on earth will he be phoning to me?” 

Hari: “Because he has to talk to you on some matters.” 

Shivani: “Has he? But tell him | don’t have anything with him. And how will he 
get my number? Definitely, you are not giving it to him, are you?” 

Hari: “But | have to!” 

Shivani: “Why?” 

Hari: “Because | am his friend!” 

Shivani: “Was it you who wrote that slip?” 

Hari: “It was actually him.” 

Shivani: “And who paid for that Chocolate?” 


Hari: “(Laughing) It was actually him. And he indeed got a good scolding from his 
home for spending Rupees ten on such a trifle thing as chocolate. (some two-three 
decades ago the value of money was high and so an average chocolate cost at that 
time between Rs. 2/- to Rs. 5/-). It just speaks his love for you.” 

Shivani: “Are you trying to impress upon me his love? Do you think that | will 
love him only for a chocolate of Rupees ten?” 

Hari: “It is more than a chocolate!” 

Shivani: “What do you mean?” By now Shivani was feeling as if she would belch 
that chocolate out, although it had been some days of her devouring it, so much was 
she disgusted with the proceedings. 

Hari: “Well, he had been doing so many things for you from the first... and had 
spent so much money for you.” 

Shivani was then by razed with Hari. At that moment, it seemed like she had no 
weakness for Hari and have therefore no need of maintaining courtesies with him. She 
said, “say, what things has he done for me till now?” 

Hari: “All those works which you asked me to do in you college-hostel as 
errands.” 

Shivani: “I didn’t ask him to do them. It was you from whom | had sought help.” 

Hari: “May be! But in effect it was Sumu who carried them out.” 

Shivani: “That does not concern me. It was you who made him do them, not I. 
And you told something about money; Naturally, | had ‘paid-up’ everything | owe you in 
matters where money was needed?” 

Hari: “Surely! But I’m telling of those things which were lavished on you.” 

Shivani: “You mean?” 

Hari: “Like those things | gifted you as presents.” 

Shivani: “Like? Do you mean those trifling things like chocolates, cheap-pens, 
hankies, and paper and cloth bouquets, new year greeting cards...?” 

Hari: “And also the teas in the restaurants during our outings.” 

Shivani: “Are you not ashamed to say that you had not paid for them after taking 
me out for such?” 

Hari: “Il am! But | had to sacrifice my shame for him.” 

Shivani: “Anybody would be a fool to sacrifice his shame for others.” 

Hari: “But sacrificing shame is perhaps the least one can do for a friend.” 

Shivani: “You showed yourself as Shameless. But covertly, you had also made 
me shameful.” 

Hari: “But it is no shame to lose one’s dignity before her lover.” 

Shivani: “But what right has you to put me to shame?” 

Hari: “I don’t know how you came to be ashamed. Actually it is a privilege to be 
bestowed with so much love.” 

Shivani: “I didn’t ask for his love, especially through monetary means.” 

Hari: “I arranged for that.” 

Shivani: “Why?” 

Hari: “Because he loves you.” 

Shivani: “But it put me in an inferior position than him.” 

Hari: “You have ways to be above him”. Some moments of silence followed. Then 
Shivani asked: “How can |?” 

Hari: “By accepting his love! When you will be complying with his pleas and 
requests then ....”-he was cut short by Shivani who spoke somewhat angrily: 

“Shut up Hari! Being my friend does not mean you can bind me with anyone 
especially whom | do not like. In fact | ‘nate’ Sumu although | act friendly with him”; 
(these words slipped from her lips). “If ever in my life | have been fond of anyone it is 


you”; (again these words slipped out of her mouth). She bit her lips in dismay. Then 
Hari spoke; 

“Now as you told me that you are in love with me, | want you to fulfill my only 
wish.” 

Shivani: “What is it?” 

Hari: “That you reciprocate Sumu’s love for you.” 


Shivani placed the receiver and hung up. She was dismayed over herself. Hari, 
after putting the receiver over the cradle of the phone inside the PCO realized that he 
may have some chance with Shivani. He knew the value of ‘hatred’ in love and also 
knew how to strike ‘a hammer on a hot iron’. He will phone her again on this subject. 


Some days passed. Hari felt the heat of the conversation die away. This time he 
selected the forenoon as the weather remains cool and the dispositions of humans are 
unexcited during this time of day. Moreover, Shivani will be alone at her house at such 
times. So one day he phoned to her during this period of the day. “Hi Shivani, this is 
Hari. | hope you are not sour with me now,” he said. 


Shivani: “I’m not usually sour with anyone.” 

Hari: “But you were with me last time.” 

Shivani: “But you were adamant at that time.” 

Hari: “So have you thought of something now?” 

Shivani: “About what?” 

Hari: “My request to you!” 

Shivani: “It can never be ‘processed’, Hari. | had told you earlier that | hate 
Sumu. And the more you will pressurize me, the more will | hate him.” 

Hari: “But you said something about loving another one.” 

Shivani fell silent. She felt shy. Inwardly, she knew that she was blushing, 
perceiving the hotness in her cheeks. Then she said: “Of course | had ... actually; it was 
like a whim ...” 

Hari: “Do you also now?” 

Shivani: “Why?” 

Hari: “Because it matters me.” 

Shivani: “Well... Yes! | recall you now also.” 

Hari: “Then | will recall you also. Only you have to accept Sumu as your lover- 
friend.” 

Shivani: “What is that?” 

Hari: “One who loves you as a friend?” 

Shivani: “If it should be such then... Yes, | can accept him as any friend who is 
also fond of me. But he should not think of loving me or culture any thoughts of 
receiving my love.” 

Hari: “All right! | will talk to him” and then he hung up. Even inside the PCO this 
time, Hari knew that he has another point. Shivani’s hatred against Sumu could be 
turned into ‘love’. He will use himself as a ‘decoy’ and ask Sumu to be friendly with 
Shivani. From now on time will be the important factor. 


Already two months have passed after their appearing in their P.U. finals. 
Students are disturbed in anticipation of their results and the courses and colleges they 
have to opt. for. Hari decided to visit Shivani before their results are out and give her 
his wishes. He contracted Sumu. He had already told him of his ‘penetration’ into 
Shivani’s heart. Sumu felt relaxed. He Okayed the plan. So one day, in Sumu’s family 
Scooter before noon they set out as planned. As expected, Shivani was alone except 


some house servants who do not take part in their guests’ conversations. As had 
happened earlier, Shivani was waiting for Hari but this time she was also ready for the 
unexpected. She ushered both of them coolly. They exchanged talks and also had tea. 
At last they got up to go. Hari said: 


“See Shivani, we had come to wish you ‘good luck’ for the results. We know you 
will do well. Even then | wish you good talk for the results. Here is a chocolate from me 
to mark up the occasion,” saying this he produced a chocolate from his pocket and 
gave it to Shivani. Then he said: “I hope you are not angry this time, are you?” 


Shivani accepted the chocolate gleefully. She replied; “Why should |? | was not 
cross with you earlier, was |” She lied. At this moment, seizing the occasion, Sumu 
fished out from his pocket a small thing of some inches long, wrapped in coloured 
paper and offered it to Shivani saying: 


“Here Shivani, this is something from me also. Hope you are not cross with me”. 
Shivani feigned total ignorance. She said: “why should | be, Sumu? There should be no 
such questions from you in the future also.” 


They both turned to go. As they mounted their scooter, Shivani waved them 
goodbye. Hari said, “Bye Shivani, we both love you.” Shivani was perplexed. She only 
murmured, “OK. Hari, | also love you.” 


After they were gone, Shivani reminiscences what had happened. She knew that 
Hari had tricked her and that she had accepted Sumu’s friendly overtures. Hari had 
proclaimed of ‘their’ love for her. She did not say ‘no’ then. She felt herself be-fooled. 
That damned Hari! She tried to ‘Shake off’ her fondness for Hari’s but found that her 
mind could not think of such an Endeavour. Perhaps it was her indulgement from her 
early teens by looking at Hari’s towering personality that her mind got hooked to him. 
She felt as if she would throw Sumu’s petit gift away. She eagerly and fitfully tore the 
wrappings off it and Lo! It was only a chocolate. But to her surprise there was 
something written in it with a permanent type of ink. Shivani brought the chocolate 
closer to her eyes. It was written “I” followed by three dots. Shivani did not understand 
the meaning of this expression. She threw the chocolate on her study table with 
disgust. She thought she had made a mistake accepting it, but also could not decline it 
in the presence of Hari. 


Some days later the results were out. Sumu and Shivani secured good 
marks but could not get admission into any medical college. Shivani got herself 
admitted into the State Veterinary College at the capital city to study veterinary 
science and Sumu went to Bangalore to study the integrated law course of five years 
duration. Hari took admission in the same college to pursue his B.Com. They had been 
conversing over the phone and had known about each other’s results and also about 
their further admissions. He again communicated with Shivani over the phone at her 
hostel after his settlement in his hostel. Out of her love for him, she invited him to her 
college fresher’s (freshmen’s) night. 


Hari had never before entered the premises of the State Veterinary College. So 
he accepted the invitation. Although college hostel discipline requires every inmate to 
be present inside the Hostel within 7 pm, Hari decided to stay in Shivani’s College 
Auditorium till late evening to keep her invitation and also advance the issue of Sumu’s 
‘love’ for her. He met her inside the auditorium. It was already full. They managed to 


get a seat at a corner of a wooden bench. Students were singing in turns, celebrating 
and showing their talents. Shivani was taking pleasure in Hari’s company. Hari said: “I 
think you know that Sumu has gone to Bangalore to study law?” 


Shivani: “Yes, | have heard about that.” 
Hari: “Well! He had told me to convey this information to you.” 
Shivani: “Good of him!” 
Hari: “The way of talks to me about you..., he has asked me to take care of you.” 
Shivani: “Has he? But in reality, how can you take care of me?” 
Hari: “Definitely | cannot... But it only speaks of his compassion and devotion to 
you.” 
Shivani: “I see...” 
Hari: “Say Shivani, if Sumu ever proposes marriage for you, would you agree?” 
Shivani: “I do not imagine such things.” 
Hari: “Why?” 
Shivani: “I’m not such a fool as he.” 
Hari: “But he loves you!” 
Shivani: (A little angrily) “Oh shut up! | do not want to hear anything of such.” 


The auditorium was abuzz with the din of music and the murmur of voices. Hari 
looked sideways but knew that no one had heard Shivani’s angry rebuttal. Then he 
said: “Do you remember Shivani that once | said ‘I love you?’” 


There were some moments of silence. Then: 


Shivani: “Yes, | too love you! But why did you ask?” 
Hari: “Because | only ‘love’ you; | will never marry you!” 


Shivani felt as if her heart had split into two. She was dumbfounded. She was 
raged but also felt a need to cry. For some moments she could not open her mouth, 
feeling a lump in her throat, although she felt a great need to reproach Hari. After some 
time regaining her composure, she spoke calmly and gently, much to her own 
astonishment: 


“It’s your choice, Hari. Did | ask you to?” 


Hari: “No! But | felt | cannot marry a woman like you.” 

Shivani: “And can | know why?” 

Hari: “I do not like women as hard-hearted as you.” 

Shivani: “If that is the case, then we will only be lovers, alright? 


Hari: “I may not come to you again; | mean | cannot love anyone like you.” 
Saying this he got up and went out of the auditorium and into the street. After some 
moments Shivani also returned to her hostel. She was in a fix. She could not 
understand Hari’s adamancy. Why should he advocate Sumu’s love as she does not like 
him one bit. True, he being a non-assamese, her marriage to him will be difficult. But 
love knows no boundaries and she could have eloped with him; but now she does not 
stand a chance. He had insulted her ‘advanced’. He had to be taught a lesson. She 
began to think. And thinking does provide solutions to many problems, she knew it. 


Unknown to Sumu, one of Shivani’s cousins, a young boy named Bhargava who 
was two years older than Shivani, was also studying Law at Bangalore, in the same 


College as Sumu. Sometimes he would communicate with Shivani over the phone. This 
time Shivani sought him out. Over the phone, she instructed her cousin to give Sumu 
her Hostel phone number as she had some talks with him. Her cousin sought Sumu out 
and did as she told him. The next Sunday following this conversation, Sumu phoned to 
Shivani at her hostel. She felt indignation within herself but did not allow it to surface 
through her words or manner of speech. 


Sumu: “Hello! Is that Shivani over there? I’m Sumu calling from Bangalore.” 
Shivani: “O.K! It’s me Shivani. How are you Sumu?” 


Sumu was rather elated in hearing Shivani’s voice. That Shivani whom he would 
cast a Longing eye during his school days when he would find a chance is now alone 
with him on the phone at the other end. What luck, he thought? He said: 


“I'm fine Shivani. Your cousin (Bhargava) asked me to phone to you at this 
number. Was it anything important?” 


Shivani: “Well, Hari had once talked to me of some problem of yours that was 
related with me. | think | have made up any mind. | accept your proposal. That is all.” 
Sumu was overjoyed beyond description. He could not say anything. How he wanted to 
laugh, or to jump, or run! He could not hold himself. He could only mumble: 


“Well... thank you Shivani. | do not know how to thank you... it is like you 
know...” his words stopped out of ecstasy. Shivani spoke: 


“It’s all right Sumu. | know what you are trying to say. Let us be good lovers. Bye 
for now” and she hung up. 


Sumu immediately phoned to a PCO near Hari’s Hostel and asked the owner to 
tell Hari to phone to him. That evening Hari phoned. Sumu told him all that had 
happened. But Hari did not show that much surprise as he was pleased. He had already 
anticipated this situation but with a little apprehension; for he was not totally sure 
whether Shivani would fell in for his ruse or not as he knew her to be quite headstrong 
in these matters. But Shivani did not even doubt that Hari was in for a ruse and so, out 
of her rage against his leaving her love she acted thus to teach him a lesson. So after 
hearing of this incident, he bared his plan to Sumu who felt a feeling of gratitude sweep 
all over his body for Hari. Hari wished Sumu good luck, advised him not to squander 
such hard-to-achieve fond-victories and also gave him tips on how to advance on this 
new journey’. Then he hung up. 


Sumu did, as he was advised by Hari, in this course of love. Hari on his part in 
keeping with his ruse abstained from phoning or seeing Shivani for about a year 
feigning anger and hatred, during which period Sumu twice visited Shivani in her hostel 
when he had come home to stay during his college holidays. In due course of time, 
Sumu graduated from that Law College and returned to his native state where he 
became a well-qualified lawyer in the State High Court. On the other hand Shivani, after 
pursuing her Masters in Veterinary Science, got a job in the State Animal Husbandry 
Board. And when Hari had phoned to Shivani once after a year of that ruse, he found 
absent all those verve which she had exhibited in her speeches ever the phone. It being 
a good sign, he furthermore abstained from contracting her, paving the way for Sumu 
to make romantic inroads and, for Shivani to fill up that Vacuum in her longings arising 
out of his absence. Sumu’s and Shivani’s love Snowballed and when they were 


financially well-established, they tied the knot as husband and wife, joining the two 
angles of cupid’s triangle. Hari remained at the other angle, observing them but 
remaining as a catalyst for he knew the failures of love advanced. Sumu was all praise 
for Hari from the start to the finish but it was Shivani, when she got to know from her 
lover-husband Sumu that Hari had only tricked her on that ‘fateful day’, smiled only 
and thanked him. And when their friends heard of their love affair well-ended they all 
heaved a sigh of relief and congratulated Hari from their part for uniting two lovers by 
sacrificing his own love. For love is an eternal thing that is more brightened by sacrifice 
than possessiveness? It requires sacrifice in one way or another, or, in whatever way 
possible to establish its perpetuity. 


6. Regretful Reminiscences 


Laahorie is an ordinary village spinster. She is nearing eighty years of age. She 
lives alone in her house as she is the only child of her parents. Age has made her weak 
which necessitates her to use a walking-stick to help her walk. Her vision has also 
dimmed. Cataract! Says the doctor! But she has no money to operate on herself. 
Whatever she gets as an income is from a pension plan of an insurance company. Her 
cultivation fields are looked after by a sharecropper who keeps half of the produce and 
returns half to laahorie. He also looks after the seasonal crops cultivated in the front 
and backyard of her house. On most of the days, she stays indoors and passes the time 
sitting beside the window on the old arm-chair of her father. Late evenings, she retires 
for the night, having nothing to do. 


On a bright sunny afternoon, after having her lunch, she was sitting on the 
armchair and looking out of her window at the village street in front of her house. After 
some moments, she saw some people carrying a bier. She knew whose it was. It was of 
Bonko’s, a man of her village who was some years older than her. He had died the 
morning of that day. Bonko’s bier had brought to her mind memories of her past which 
she does not like to recall...but even then these memories arrived on their own bringing 


with them the reason of her present disgustful life. She shuddered! Should she go 
through them now? She thought. The time of the day and the occasion just 
necessitated it! 


Like a reverie, the scenes slowly flashed before her mind, unhindered. She saw 
herself as a small child playing with her friends. Yes! Hers was a small family, with her 
father doing everything except undertaking a salaried job to run the family of his wife 
and only daughter, laahorie. She was studying in the village school. Life was full of frolic 
and fun at that time. And amidst such fun filled days, she entered her womanhood, a 
world of shyness, maturity, retirement from the childhood pranks and, reservation from 
many things. And in a poor family, a newly-matured girl’s necessities are seldom met to 
the fullest extent. Even then life was easy going and gee-gee for her, with her school, 
her household chores and the weaving and knitting lessons from her mother all going 
together. And around this time happened an incident unintentional by her which 
changed the course of her life and connected Bonko to her although covertly. 


As said earlier, Bonko was some years older to her and was a big, rustic and 
strong lad of her village. And although not eying Laahorie in Public, he held a secret 
covetousness for her. So one day, when she was returning to her home through her 
cultivation fields filled with mature but unripe paddy, Bonko caught her from behind 
and did the most horrible and unimagined act of her life. Although defeated, humiliated 
and exhausted, laahorie enjoyed the violent carnal pleasure on that occasion. She did 
not tell anybody of that incident and let her days so on as usual-only remaining wary of 
Bonko whenever she met him. 


She skipped recalling the incidents that followed and started from the time of her 
father’s death. And when did her father die? She recalled! It was after she had crossed 
eighteen years of age. He had suddenly caught ill and died. Thus she found herself 
studying and trying to earn an income, ‘to keep the home fires burning’ and to keep 
herself in college. But it was not to be and she dropped out of college to find work, and 
an income. But in any Indian village, to find work in any household is like searching a 
needle in a haystack. So she changed her plans and targeted the marriage and other 
ceremonies and death rituals to find work. In this she was lucky for she found at least 
one such event every month in her village and also in her nearby villages. In all 
existences, hunger takes precedence over everything and in the case of Laahorie also 
it was so. Work-and thus income in a day of the month and unemployment for the rest 
of the month-is not a good thing; so she ventured out to the nearby town to find work 
as a part time work-maid. Here she was very successful for her youth, energy and her 
lithe body attracted her to many households. Soon she found work in more than ten 
households with an hour’s shift each on all days, except Sundays. And here also she 
advertised herself for the marriage and other ceremonies and the death rituals as a full 
time worker. On such occasions she would receive a large sum for the whole day’s work 
which worked as a bonus for her. Thus in a year’s time, she was able to earn a good 
income which made her life fuller. Soon in a couple of years, she was able to convert 
her kutcha house to a masonry one and also bought a scooty to enable for her easier 
transportation. 


Although in this way Laahorie had been living happily, she had been harbouring 
a feeling which she had experienced after her brash with Bonko. It was her experience 
of that incident, not arising from disgust or frustration but, from the forced enjoyment 
she had experienced. From time to time, that incident would come to her mind like a 
reverie and give her some amount of pleasure. And it began to recur after she began 


working as a maid in her nearby town. And although she felt shy, she admitted, she 
found a type of pleasure recalling that incident. After making for herself a career in this 
way, she began receiving marriage proposals from boys of her and the nearby villages. 
But she had refused them to save her occupation and, to give her mother company. 


Mentally she longed for that type of pleasure again, if possible, even on 
the sly. And after her venture to the town, she found it-from the demand of the men 
folk and, her intention to supply that demand for sensual gratification. She recalled, she 
had not noticed it at first, nor had any intentions to. But as stated earlier, her 
pleasurable reminiscence of the forced incident of her girlhood paved the way. Soon 
she understood the gestures and symbols of the male members of the households 
where she worked, and also on the big occasions (like marriage parties). And so within 
a year, she was making extra bucks every Sunday as a pleasure woman in the town. 
This went on every month and showed an increase in her clientele. In course of time 
she used this dual income to buy a pension plan for her mother from an insurance 
company, to provide for a monthly income for her. During this phase she was also 
initiated to hard drinks which she really liked, to drown her pain and tiredness and, to 
get a feeling of ‘mental levitation’. In this way she experienced a full and comfortable 
life. Her survival, her duty towards her mother and her carnal-gratifications-all met 
successfully. 


Time does not wait for anyone and in Laahorie’s case also time slipped past her 
to build the embankment of her life. Working and earning in this way, she soon found 
herself crossing two scores of years. Earlier, in spite of her mother’s rebukes and 
entreaties, she did not marry. Now, she searched tooth and nail to find a husband-a life 
companion-to pass the rest of her life. But alas! For a woman with greying hair or 
wrinkled skin, a life companion is hard to find. Dejected, she began to visit the 
Naamghar, the ubiquitous place of worship in every village and town in this part of 
India. But here also she could not find any company for, the womenfolk remained aloof 
from her due to her habit of drinks. Frustrated at being rejected everywhere, she again 
began working as a part time maid. But now she found that the people avoided her 
during the marriages, parties and death rituals where the work was long, the payment 
good and youthful vigour was very much preferred. And her sagging skin was also 
noticed by the amorous men folk who did not seek her now. Slowly, with the changing 
work scenario, she saw her income dwindling, although working as a part time maid. 


With no other options however, she carried on in this way. Then another shock 
came; her mother and the only living member in her family died. It was in a way the 
greatest shock of her life. She had no one to talk to now. She became lonely, dejected 
and moody. So she began to drink more heavily in order to pass her time joyfully. But 
her increasing age could not cope with these bouts of strong drinks. Her constitution 
began to fall. She saw herself becoming ill often. This made her stop working as a maid 
in the town. She began to struggle to pass the rest of her life anyhow till death brings 
an end to her sufferings. 


But she did not die although she had seen villagers like Bonko pass away 
in front of her. She is in desperate need of money-to treat her and also, to supply her 
want of hard drinks. But she has no income apart from the pension fund which she 
inherited as a nominee from her mother. And no one now-a-days come to her home to 
ask about her condition for, most of her peers are dead and gone and she has no family 
of her own. 


And so when reclining on her armchair in this way she reminiscences her life, she 
becomes dejected and sorrowful. What a waste, it seemed! 


7. Culmination of Childhood Love 


Assamese men rarely marry Non-Assamese girls although Assamese girls go- 
over to their Non-Assamese Lovers. But this time it was different! 


In the small town of baalinagar, there had been living about a hundred families 
from almost all the states of India (except Jammu & Kashmir) to work in the 


Government run cement factory. And among these hundreds or more families was one 
from Manipur. Singh, the Patriarch of that Manipuri family was a driver who drove one 
of the vehicles of that factory. His was a small family, comprising of his wife and a 
daughter. When his only daughter was three years of age, he admitted her to a local 
English Medium Missionary School where she learned her ABCs. She progressed in her 
class in a steady manner and in course of time entered into the threshold of 
womanhood. That was the age when handsome boys catch the attraction of the girls 
and Mr. Singh’s daughter Padmavati found one of her classmates ‘Padmanav’ 
handsome so-much-so that she would smile when he would look towards her. 


And Padmanav would truly look at her. Being of the same age as 
Padmavati Singh although older by some months, Padmanav had a liking for Padmavati 
since his childhood. Whether it was her round, moon like face or, her fairness or, her 
rotund body, he could not actually say; but he felt a liking for her from the day he saw 
her at School. And this liking turned into love when he reached his eight standards. He 
proposed his love to Padmavati one day and she readily agreed. Soon they were heels 
over head in love, a unique happening in Assamese Society with an Assamese Youth 
loving a Manipuri Girl. In this way they moved into adolescence, their love becoming 
bigger and getting stronger year after year till, they moved into the twelfth standard, 
out of their first school but together in a different school. 


Now, baalinagar being a small town of a few-thousand people, rumors fly 
fast and rumors about love affairs involving lovers of two different religions or 
communities fly faster. And so, as Padmanav and Padmavati got admitted into their 
twelfth standards, Padmavati’s parents got wind of the affairs of their daughter. At first, 
they did not heed it but, when her father began to hear it regularly in his workplace and 
her mother in the ladies ‘gossips’, then they became alarmed especially when the 
members of their minor Manipuri community showed apprehension at the prospect of 
Padmavati’s marriage to an Assamese boy. So Padmavati’s parents eagerly searched 
for a groom for their daughter to marry her off and break this ‘love affair’. And in this 
Endeavour they were lucky; for, in a couple of months, they were rewarded with a Govt. 
employee who was about forty years of age and who, although hailing from Manipur, 
worked at the capital of Assam and had settled himself there by building a house of his 
own. So even before she could pass her Pre-University exams, Padmavati was married 
to a man who was about twice her age, much to the chagrin of Padmanav and grief of 
Padmavati. Padmavati was at the point of heartbreak; for two days she did not eat 
anything but at last after much cageling from her parents and uncles, she was able to 
be taken to the marriage alter. Taking it as a part of her fate, she went to live with her 
husband in the capital at lower Assam and concentrated on raising a family. In this 
way, years passed and Padmavati almost completely forgot Padmanav or, even the 
contours of his face. She left her qualifications as a matriculate and a few years after 
marriage, was presented with a female baby. 


On the other hand, Padmanav had been recalling Padmavati and his love 
affair with her whenever he found the time. He was tormented by the fact that her 
parents had married her off at such an early age. He was determined to meet her once 
more in his life... to be close to her... to share his thoughts and feelings with her, 
thoughts that were not bared to her during their loving days... even embrace her to 
vent-off that feeling of hugging her that he felt when she first reciprocated his teenage 
love and, which every lover feels during their first love... if only he would get the 
chance in his life. Only time can tell! But time showed that he will of course get that 
chance in another way. 


As Padmavati got fixed in her married life at her husband’s home at the 
capital, looking after her servicing husband and bringing up her single baby-girl, in the 
Same way Padmanav, after graduating, apprenticed him in a vehicle garage and learnt 
the skills of a motor-mechanic. In three years, he became a fully fledged mechanic and 
when his father retired from service, he put up a garage at Sonari, the town where his 
father’s ancestral home was and, began running the family. It was time for his 
marriage, for his only younger sister had been married off by his parents prior to his 
father’s retirement and Padmanav was at his prime and in need of a life-companion. 


But Padmanav could not focus on the thought of marrying another girl. True 
during all these years-after Padmavati had been married off and till the age of his 
marriage-Padmavati’s face or his love affair with her had not come to his mind. But 
when the question of his marriage was mooted, his affair with her and her face came 
before his eyes every day. He became irritated and refused to be led to marriage by his 
parents. If only he could get a chance of seeing and meeting his Padmavati again... He 
indeed got it one day! 


On one of those tumultuous days, after having partaken his lunch, he was 
reclining on his chair and glancing at the Assamese Newspaper. As he was passing the 
pages by with a careless attitude, he came to the ‘obituary’ part of the newspaper. As 
his inattentive eyes moved by the pictures and names of the persons featured, he 
came upon a picture under which was written the name of that person and whose 
death was condoled by his wife, daughter and his family members. The name of the 
wife was written as ‘Padmavati Devi’. He began to look at the other pictures and the 
words underneath those photos when instinctively his eyes re-focused on the photo 
where the wife’s name was written as ‘Padmavati Devi’. Queer! He felt a strong 
inclination towards that name. ‘Why were his eyes so drawn towards that obituary?’ he 
thought. ‘Is it his Padmavati Singh, his Manipuri ex-girlfriend?’ Sure, Manipuri women 
write ‘Devi’ as their surname after their marriage, but God forbid, surely his Padmavati 
has not been widowed at so small an age (he was only a month or two older than her). 
And, also, he had no clue as to her husband’s name or her daughter’s name (which 
were supplied therein). Only their address has been given as in the state capital. But 
there was one thing that may help in Padmanav finding an analogy: a mobile number 
has been given under the names of Padmavati Devi and her daughter. Padmanav has 
only one chance; to phone at this number and ascertain if this is ‘his’ Padmavati Singh 
or someone else. One thing is for sure; he should be ready to face some shame if his 
hunch fails. But he was determined to try. He was eager to meet his Padmavati once 
more in this life; here is this chance. He will wait for the ritual ceremonies to pass. 
There was given a date for the ceremonies. He will phone to her on this matter after a 
day or two. 


A few days later the ‘D’ day arrived. Padmanav had readied himself for 
this occasion. Real lovers are truly in want of shame although not in courage and, 
Padmanav showed to everybody his potential of a real lover. The day he chooses was 
the day after the rituals and the time selected was in the evening. On that evening, 
after returning from his garage, he had a tea and then went outside to have a walk. 
Then taking out his mobile phone, he connected that number. It was answered after 
some rings. Padmanav’s heart began to pound. He summoned all his courage to speak 
up. Hearing the ‘hello’ from the other end, he spoke up: 


“Hello! Is that Padmavati Singh, | mean Padmavati Devi, over there?” 


Padmavati: “Yes! It is me, but who are you, Sir? | do not recognize your number.” 


At this Padmanav’s heart began to pound more rapidly. He did not know what to 
say or do. Should be speak the truth? His strength of character at last made him speak 
the truth. He said: “It’s me Padmanav from baalinagar”. But Padmavati had forgotten 
her heart-dear Padmanav. Time, and her engrossment in her family affairs had made 
Padmanav and her teenage love affair with him, erode. She could not recall who that 
Padmanav was who was phoning to her. She replied: “Padmanav? | am sorry; | do not 
know who you are”. 


Padmanav tried to say something. He was perplexed by her response. He had 
not anticipated this remark from her. Although he tried to, he fumbled. No words came 
out of his mouth. He could only mumble some “I mean ....” when Padmavati cut off the 
line, hearing no definite answer from him. 


Padmanav was dismayed. Never had he thought the outcome to be like 
this. But he was like all true lovers-relentless and persevering. He waited for a week. 
Then he phoned at that number again. This time also it was Padmavati who picked it 
up. She had saved the number last time and recognized it. She enquired of Padmanav 
thoroughly and then she recalled Padmanav, her childhood lover and was at once 
moved. She could not believe that Padmanav had been remembering her from so long 
a time. This time she talked for a long time, for about five minutes, long enough for a 
person who just one week previously had ignored Padmanav as ‘unacquainted’. 


In this way, from that day onwards, Padmanav and Padmavati, often and 
on, began to talk to each other over the phone, the caller every time being Padmanav 
with Padmavati anticipating the call each day. Of course Padmanav advocated the 
preservation of the good and so he would phone to her every alternate day or, in 
between two or, even three days. In this way they would talk and talk and would 
reminisces their love of a decade and a half earlier. During these conversations also, 
Padmanav learnt that Padmavati had, through sheer zeal and determination, graduated 
herself through the distance mode of education; that she had passed the Teacher’s 
Eligibility Test (TET) Examination in the Primary Level and is ready to be appointed as a 
primary school teacher in any school of Assam; that she supports widow remarriage 
and herself may remarry if she gets the chance; and many other things. All these 
phone calls and conversations were for Padmavati a mode of passing the time in this 
dejective state while for Padmanav, it was only an effort to rejuvenate his love which 
had been seized from him cruelly by Nature and fate. Only time can tell if it will be 
really rejuvenated! 


A year passed in this way when, the state Govt. opened the appointments 
for Teachers in the Primary School Level. In the same year, Padmavati’s grown-up 
daughter also appeared in her matriculation. Regulative, as the appointment of the 
selected teachers are given in districts other than the residential one, Padmavati was 
appointed as a teacheress in a village primary school some kilometers distant from 
Sonari Town, where Padmanav’s family had settled after his father’s retirement. This 
prompted her to seek Padmanav’s help in fixing a small two roomed house for her to 
stay, although her school was a little of five km. outside the town. All went well and ina 
few months she joined her school and began living in the two-roomed rented house 
with her daughter, sometimes visited by Padmanav, who was her only acquaintance in 
this new town. After some months, her daughter passed her matriculation with high 


marks and so her daughter singly returned to the capital and her father’s home to 
study at the most reputed college of the city. After her daughter left her, Padmavati felt 
lonelier. During the day, she would be busy with her students and so did not feel so 
lonely; but after she would return home and especially from late evenings till her 
dinners, she would feel the greatest loneliness. She would think of someone who would 
sit and stay with her and be a company to her and pass her time talking with her. At 
this stage Padmanav filled up the voidness in her life. 


As stated earlier, Padmanav worked as a mechanic in his own garage. It closed 
at Sunset and again re-opened in the morning. So after he would return home, 
Padmanav had a whale of a time with him. During the initial months of Padmavati 
taking up residence in his town, he would visit her sparingly, once or at the most, twice 
in a month (although he felt eager to visit her always). But when Padmavati over the 
phone, spoke to him of her loveliness and requested his company, at least on Sundays, 
he became enthusiastic. Lovers always find a way to fructify their longings and 
Padmanav was no exception. He at once grabbed the opportunity of visiting Padmavati 
on Sunday evenings. They would gossip for an hour or two and have a tea or two 
together. Cell phonic-conversations and the face-to-face conversations of Padmavati 
with Padmanav gave her immense satisfaction. It also helped her to shake off the 
loneliness and boredom perceived by her after her daughter left her for her studies. 
After some weeks were passed in this manner, Padmanav mooted the idea of showing 
Padmavati the historical and religious places of the town. So every Sunday afternoon, 
they would embark on Padmanav’s scooter and observe the temples, monuments, 
parks and other places inside and outside the town. Padmavati was thrilled with this 
change. Being a widow, she had no qualms about going out with Padmanav or, his 
coming to her house on every Sunday. But Padmanav being an Assamese knew the 
Assamese society and its dark cultures like the back of his hand. He was not only 
eager, but also careful. 


Padmanav’s rendezvous with Padmavati had the desired effect in that 
although Padmavati did not care a bit, word went around town that Padmanav had at 
last found a girl of his choice. And the colleagues of Padmavati also began to tease her 
after hearing these rumors. Lovers are shameless or, tend to remain so and, these 
rumors only profited Padmanav in that he can show to the world, and also to 
Padmavati, that he truly loved her and so is willing to sacrifice his reputation for her 
sake. But uncaring Padmavati, after some weeks of these outings, succumbed to the 
jibes and teasing of her colleagues and so spoke out her schooldays-love affair with 
Padmanav to them. This prompted her colleagues to suggest her to start her love-affair 
anew and also voiced the concept of re-marriage, although Padmavati had no such 
thoughts at that time. And although she supported widow remarriage, she felt a cold 
fear of experiencing it in another place and among unacquainted people. As the days 
passed by, Padmavati found her colleagues’ jibes and jests too much to handle. So one 
Sunday evening, after they had gone out on their weekly outings and Padmanav had 
come to drop her at her house, over a cup of tea, Padmavati raised the issue: 


“Say Padmanav, | have something to ask you, although it may be your personal 
matter. You and | are almost of the same age and so have crossed thirty years of age. 
You are at the prime of your youth and so have reached your marrying age. And 
although amounting a little less than any jobber, you have been earning a stable 
income through your garage-profession. Pray, why do not you marry? | inquire of you. 
At this question of Padmavati, Padmanav felt shy. He kept silent for a long time. Visual 
recollections of his love-filled days with Padmavati in his teens flashed before his eyes. 


He wanted to tell Padmavati that he loved her and wanted to marry her, but he could 
not. It is not easy now, he felt, as he had done nearly two decades ago. A time gap, 
their maturity and the fact that Padmavati was the wife of another man, made him 
‘pounce back’. He wondered what to say. Then seeing that Padmavati was eagerly 
waiting for an answer, he said: 


“| have not found the girl of my choice.” 


Padmavati, ignorantly: “And how the girl of your choice should be or look like?” 

Padmanav, after pretending to think: “I ... Don’t know ....Like a girl whom | loved 
or...” 

Padmavati: “In that case, you have a lover. | had already guessed it. Say, why 
didn’t you marry her?” 

Padmanav, lying: “I proposed marriage to her. But she married another man.” 

Padmavati: “Does her memory haunt you?” 

Padmanav: “It really does!” 

Padmavati: “Do you feel any grief? Have you seen her after her marriage? Did 
you try to contact her?” 

Padmanav: “I feel very sad when | recall her. Of course | have seen her many 
times after her marriage, but she does not seem to care about me.” 

Padmavati: “Then there is no use recalling or grieving for her. See another girl!” 

Padmanav: “She was the one | really loved. And if there be another girl, she 
should be like her...” 

Padmavati: “You may wonder why | have been asking you these questions. | 
have actually no desire to know anything about your personal life. | would only like to 
tell you that from today onwards you may not come to my house and we will no more 
rides together and see places.” 

Padmanav, a little alertly: “Why Padmavati, what is the matter today? | don’t 
understand!” 

Padmavati, a little shyly and remorsefully: “Well...the people have been reading 
rumors between us. It has spread to my workplace as well. As you can see only a 
handful of my colleagues live in this town even then, all have testified hearing the 
rumour...” 

Padmanav, a little calmly: “Have you told them that we were previous lovers?” 

Padmavati, clearing her throat: “Why yes, | did! But | told them that | don’t love 
you anymore.” 

Padmanav: “You shouldn't have told them that. Anyway, | will not come if you so 
desire.” Then he got up to go. As he was leaving her house, he said to her: “If ever you 
get into any difficulty, don’t feel shy to call me. | will help you.” Then he went out. 
Perhaps forever, Padmavati thought. Only time can tell. 

Padmavati felt relieved after he left. At least, she will be left alone by her 
colleagues, she thought. Padmanav on the other hand was joyous after hearing about 
these rumours. He was hearing what he only wanted to hear-that of an affair between 
him and Padmavati. He knew that Nature will take its course and fate will rule supreme 
in these matters. Even then, he wants to give the matter some try. Padmavati on the 
other hand told her colleagues about the disconnection of her relationship with 
Padmanav. They were bewildered. One of them asked: 


“Didn’t you love him earlier?” 


Padmavati: “What do you mean?” 
Another Colleague: “You could have loved him now even if there are rumors.” 


Padmavati: “But | don’t love him now and so | got him separated from me to 
save me from further embarrassment.” 

Third Colleague: “But what ill would it has been if he would have loved you even 
now? You could have found a companion. And perhaps he loves you still and so kept 
coming to you.” 


Padmavati felt silent for some time. She did not pursue the talks anymore that 
day. After she returned to her home that day, she again gave the matter some thought. 
Was it for love that Padmanav have been coming to her house and taking her to 
outings? Definitely, it must be love when he had phoned to her after her husband’s 
death. Has he loved her platonically after her marriage also? Padmavati shuddered! 
How can she accept him as her lover now, after so many years and especially, after her 
daughter had grown up so big? No! She will not again love Padmanav. She cannot 
remarry although she supports it. Widow Remarriages are not a custom even now. She 
felt better that she asked Padmanav to discontinue coming to her house. Mentally 
concluding thus, she carried on her life as usual. 


It was the same year but a few months later. It was examination time. The 
educational year was about to end. It will be Padmavati’s first year as a teachress. The 
teachers have submitted the question papers to the respective headmaster. Within 
days the examination will start. It will be a fifteen day program sparse in three weeks. 
No teachers will be granted any leave in these days except for the very sick and, those 
who may be in labor. During this time, a call came to Padmavati one night from her 
husband’s home. It was her younger brother-in-law who was calling. He told her that 
she was required immediately in that household to nurse her ailing daughter who had 
been in bed for a day since for acute jaundice. She was weak for not-eating and is in 
need of continuous observation. Her only brother-in-law and his wife had admitted her 
daughter to a Govt. hospital, but they also have a school-going child to attend to and 
their aged mother (who is also Padmavati’s mother-in-law) to look after! So, they 
thought of calling Padmavati to her home ignorant of the School duty restrictions 
imposed on all the staff of the School. That night Padmavati could not sleep. She 
wanted to go and be near her daughter, but also knew that she will be granted only a 
day’s leave; not more. And with such a patient as her daughter, one has to be 
continuously on her side for at least one week. She could not decide what to do. It was 
past 10 pm and she was tossing in her bed. Through the phone, she got to know that 
her daughter was weak but out of danger. She phoned to her colleagues one by one 
and although all expressed pity for her and prayed for her daughter’s speedy recovery, 
expressed their inability to help her. But all advised her to take a day’s leave and bring 
her daughter to her town so that she can attend to her after her school hours. This 
made for Padmavati one more worry. Going and coming within a day over such a long 
distance means she have to go on a car and bring her daughter along with her: how 
can she go alone with a driver on such a long journey? And to whom should she turn to 
at this time of crisis? Then she recalled Padmanav. It had been about some months that 
she had asked Padmanav not to come to her and had also deliberately sidelined his 
phone calls more than once during this period to show her intention of snapping ties 
with him. Now in her mind, he was the only person whom she can turn to for help. She 
was in a dilemma! Shall she phone him? Will he respond? Her plight made her ring him! 
He picked it up, of course. Padmavati spoke first: 


“Hello! Is it Padmanav over there? | am Padmavati speaking.” 


Padmanav: “Hi Padmavati! | am Padmanav. long time, no communications? How 
are you? 

Padmavati: “See Padmanav, | have no time for formalities. | am in a dilemma. 
Perhaps you can help.” 


Then Padmavati told Padmanav of her daughter’s case and of her temporary 
handicap. She asked him if he can help in any way. Padmanav at once jumped up to 
the occasion. Being a garage-owner and repairing a wide range of vehicles, he at once 
recalled the ambulances of the town and their owners, or the trusts running them. He 
asked Padmavati if she can go for a day on one of these ambulances and bring her 
daughter to her home. Padmavati affirmed to this but also told him that she has to go 
the next day because just as the exams are near leaves are cancelled during these 
exams. On the other hand her daughter needs care especially watching over at night. 
So she has to go the next day urgently and asked him if he can arrange for an 
Ambulance or the like at that moment. Padmanav cut the line and after five minutes 
told her that an ambulance is being readied the next day at 6:00 am sharp. Padmavati 
requested Padmanav to accompany her on her journey for she has no one in that town 
to turn to for company at this hour. Only when he consented to this, then she 
contracted her school headmaster and citing him the reason for her next day’s 
probable -absence, told him that she will formally apply for leave-of-absence only on 
the third day. 


The next day, after a tireful journey, she and Padmanav returned with her ailing 
daughter a little before midnight. Her daughter could not be admitted to any hospital 
that night but the next day, thanks again greatly to Padmanav and his adeptness at 
organization, her daughter was admitted at a good nursing home in her town. After a 
week when her cured but convalescing daughter was brought to her home, she could 
only ask Padmanav to come to her home when he can and keep her daughter 
company. And when after some weeks her School examinations were over and her 
daughter was able to stand and walk on her own, it was Padmanav again who hired a 
taxi and carried the duo to her husband’s home in the capital. And at her husband’s 
house, when everyone was amazed at the goodwill of Padmanav towards Padmavati 
and her daughter at this time of crisis, by being only a school friend of hers, Padmavati 
to alley suspicion childishly remarked that they were not just classmates but also 
lovers. At this there was a roar of laughter among all those present and upon which her 
aged mother-in-law quipped: “So it seems all love is not lost, eh?” Again roars of 
laughter filled the room which made Padmanav and Padmavati hung their heads in 
shame. Of course Padmanav did not feel such shyness the way he had hung his head in 
shame; for he was exalted that Padmavati by way of conversation and of her naiveté 
brought out their erstwhile relationship which did not fit such an occasion. After many 
hour-long moments of fun, frolic and laughter, leaving her daughter, Padmavati and 
Padmanav returned to their homes. On the way, after they had covered more than half 
of the distance, Padmavati spoke to Padmanav: 


“Say Padmanav, | do not know how to thank you. Please pardon me for my 
earlier rough behavior. | can’t say what turn things would have taken had you not 
helped me from the first day itself.” 


Padmanav: “Oh! | had already forgotten what you spoke to me. Actually, | did not 
know you were serious when you asked me to stop coming to your home. And mind 
you, it was my...love for you that | had been coming to you from day one to this day 


and nursing your daughter in the middle stages (of her illness) as during those days | 
had been having a lot of customers in my garage.” 

Padmavati: “Then shall | have to pay you something by way of compensation 
now?” 

Padmanav: “But | don’t know the price of friendship, compassion and love.” 


Padmavati, laughingly: “In that case | will repay you with those same things. Do 
you know something, Padmanav? From the time you arranged for the ambulance at 
night, continuing your nursing of my daughter when | would be at School and, coming 
with me today leaving aside you business, | realize that this is not easy. It takes 
something more than mere acquaintance or, friendship or, School love to throw oneself 
at the cause of another. It requires a sense of belonging, of giving, of fulfilling which | 
feel cannot be perceived without deep love.” Padmanav did not say anything. He only 
smiled. He realized that his commitment for Padmavati had made her shameful and 
repentant. The big four wheeler on which they were travelling was running very fast. 
But even at that speed, they have two more hours journey left. It was past 10 pm and 
they were feeling sleepy. Padmanav wondered how their driver had been able to keep 
himself awake and drive after such a tireful journey. He asked the driver to switch-on 
the sound system in little volume so that only he (the driver) could hear for, he was 
going to sleep. He and Padmavati were sleeping in the large, spacious seat behind the 
driver’s. Padmavati was already dozing. A little later Padmanav also fell into a slumber. 
The terrific speed of the car and the swaying it produced laterally while negotiating 
potholes and stray animals made the sleeping Padmavati and Padmanav come closer. 
Soon, temporarily illuminated by the head beams of following cars, their driver saw in 
the central rearview-mirror of the car, Padmavati’s sleeping head on the shoulder of 
Padmanav’s. He felt shy to give them a second glance. True Lover’s! He thought. 


It was a little after midnight when their car reached Padmavati’s rented house. 
She and Padmanav were fast asleep in that shameful position described a little while 
earlier, unfitting for a widow. The driver of their car was having difficulty waking them 
up. He dared not blow the horn for fear of waking up the neighborhood. He felt shame 
to look at them, erstwhile lovers-the truth he heard from Padmavati’s mouth at her in- 
laws. Then he got an Idea; he blare the sound system of the car. It had the desired 
effect! Padmanav was aroused to the level that he told the driver without opening his 
eyes: “Driver, please lower the sound of the music system.” At this the driver got a 
chance to speak out: “Sir, you would better wake up for we have arrived!” This brought 
Padmanav to his senses. He straightened himself in his seat and found Padmavati still 
snoring on his hard, muscular shoulder, the trickling saliva from her mouth wetting his 
shirt. He gave her some soft nudges which wakened her. Then, like the driver of their 
vehicle earlier, he himself felt shy before the driver, and as Padmavati tried hard to find 
her bearings, he quickly got out of the car and began walking towards the gate of 
Padmavati’s house. Then realising that it was not his house but Padmavati’s, he backed 
off from it as if seeing a snake. At that time Padmavati struggling came out of the car 
and entered her compound and called Padmanav and the driver inside. The house and 
its compound were dark. Padmanav switched on the torch of his mobile phone to show 
Padmavati the door lock. The three then entered the house. Padmavati paid to the 
driver his fare. Padmanav asked the driver, who was also previously acquainted with 
him, to drop him at his house which was some 1 km. distant from Padmavati’s house. 
At this Padmavati flared up and said: “why Padmanav, where are you going at this 
unearthly hour? You stay at my house tonight.” 


Padmanav: “Why, to my house of course.” 


Padmavati: “Why can’t you stay at my house?” 
Padmanav: “But | have a home of my own and besides, you being single, both 
your landlord and neighbors will object.” 


Padmavati: “Let them object. We had travelled in the same car...and besides, | 
cannot send you out at this dead of night. You be my guest tonight.” At this the driver 
smiled and got out to go. Padmavati closed the door after him. They both were dead 
tired. They could only water their burning eyes. A few hours later she had to report to 
her school. There was a Spare, shaky bed, but Padmavati asked Padmanav to sleep 
with her that night. And the next morning she did not remember what happened on 
that night nor did her neighbors ask her anything when Padmanav walked out of her 
house after sunrise. And as far Padmanav, he only recalled these words spoken by 
Padmavati the night before, coming to his ears automatically, spontaneously, 
“Padmanav, | love you, only you...” Once again they were heels-over-head in love and 
both decided to tie the knot this time, Padmanav for the first time, Padmavati for the 
second. A few days prior to the marriage, Padmanav’s mother had asked him “Well 
Padmanav, why not an unmarried girl than a widow?” 


Padmanav: “You would not have asked this question had you experienced love in 
your life, mother”. The answer was fitting to the occasion for, ‘True love does not 
search for maidenhood or, Riches in one’s lover.’ Amen! 


8. Brothers Ingrate! 


Suman is a Sexagenarian bachelor-girl. She lives in a masonry house of three 
large rooms in a village in the Island of Majuli. She weaves cloth in the handloom for a 
living. She had been in this occupation for more than four decades and had been 


seriously thinking of giving it up for ever since the last decade but finds it, time and 
again, to be the easiest to earn an income and make a living. She gets easily tired now- 
a-days while working in her loom, both from her advancing old age and the mental 
agony of being neglected and left-out by those whom she had thought of as ‘her own’. 


Five decades earlier the scenario was entirely different. And although 
Suman did not like to recollect, the memory of this painful situation comes to her mind 
often-and-on, spontaneously. Perhaps it was the sorrow and anguish which had made 
her memory indelible for, she wondered if memories mirthful would ever remain so 
deeply etched for so long in one’s mind? Of course she does not know for, in her 
memory, she had been storing only experiences of sorrow, anguish and pain from her 
childhood. And all these are crystal-clear in her mind from the start! And when did it 
begin? She vividly remembered the beginning, when her father died. At that time she 
was a child of ten years and reading in the fifth standard of the local vernacular school. 
In those days Majuli had no English medium schools. From the fifth standard the 
students were taught English as a subject and Suman had found it interesting to learn 
that language partly, from her narration of the daily instructions given by her English 
teacher, before her father who would feign to hear with rapt attention her narratives 
which, would incite an indirect interest in her to learn more of that language and then 
narrate them to her father. And in the course of those fun-filled days, her father expired 
leaving an infallible void in her life. And although she did not feel the financial burden 
at that time, she lost the earlier eagerness to learn the English language 
wholeheartedly. She continued in this way for two years, attaining puberty and also 
conducting her two of the three younger brothers to her school (they all studied in the 
same school) and, also helped her mother in the plating of, and, reaping of the paddy. 
When it seemed she will grow up in this way to maturity, she received another shock. 
Her mother was washed away by the turbulent monsoon waters of the Brahmaputra 
when she was washing clothes with some of her neighbours at the Ghats (Bank). This 
brought Suman to another problem; from that time onwards she had to quit her school 
for, she had to earn an income to provide for the education of her younger brothers. So 
from that time on she moved from household-to-household in search of work. But in 
Indian villages, household chores are done by the women of the house and so Suman 
found it hard to earn a good-enough income. But one of her two aunts was a master 
weaver in the hand-loom and during her spare hours, Suman would watch her aunt 
weave cloth in the loom. She would do this thing and that alongside her aunt to help 
her and, also ask queries about the occupation of weaving and thus gain knowledge of 
it. In this way, between her menial works, in a time of two years she learnt from her 
aunt how to weave cloth in the loom. 


Khitik-Khitik! The sound of the treadle being pulled-up and lowered in the loom 
could be heard from the gate of Suman’s house. From the intensity of the sound, one 
can guess the energy and vigour behind the person in the loom. It seemed Suman was 
motivated by something while working in the loom. Yes! She was motivated by the 
desire to educate her brothers to place them on their feet. And for this purpose she 
needs money! She knows that money is earned only through hard work. And being 
young, she had the energy to work hard. And so could be heard the intense sound of 
the treadles of her loom. Soon days passed into months, and months into years after 
Suman began weaving cloth in her loom. And soon a decade passed which saw her rise 
as a proficient weaver, the demand of her cloth going up, she began displaying her 
clothes in the fairs and exhibitions, suitors coming to her seeking her hand (in 
marriage) and, two of her younger brothers passing their matriculation and studying in 
technical colleges outside Majuli. And during this time, although she was advised by her 


aunts and neighbours to sit in marriage, she replied a ‘firm no’ to their advice and thus 
sacrificed a possibly-happy family life for the development of her brothers. And when 
some more years later her youngest brother passed his matriculation and concurrently, 
her first brother passed out of his technical college, she was unbounded with joy. The 
whole village showered praise on her and commented that her sacrifice has not gone 
waste. And like an adamantine child who would not give up his mischief easily, in the 
Same way she continued working in her loom from dawn to dusk, weaving cloths and 
also making decorations in them as per the choice of her customers. 


Kh-i-t-i-k - Kh-i-t-i-k. Suman’s loom does not make the same intense sound 
as it did some four decades earlier. The scenario has changed much from that time. 
Both her uncles and one of her aunts has died during this time. Both her male cousins 
live outside Majuly following their occupations and one of them has also taken his 
mother, her aunt, along with him. Both her girl cousins had been married long ago. Ina 
way she lives alone in the large plot of land that housed the three families separately 
once. During her hey-days, she had remade her cutcha house into a ‘pucca’ one by 
taking a loan from a bank. She had worked diligently, and had made much money but, 
the education of her brothers and, the conversion of her house used up most of her 
money. It has been some two decades ago when the last of her brothers left his home 
for employment and has not returned since. The first two had left their home (and her 
also) long ago. In those days, there were no mobile phones but now, even with these 
useful and ubiquitous gadgets, they do not communicate with her. Her cousins had left 
their fields to her to be tilled and cropped (by her) but now she feels she has no use of 
them. The paddy given to her by the sharecroppers off her own plot lasts her the whole 
year. Since the last two years, her customers have been thin. This is because she 
cannot keep up her orders due to lack of time. She feels tired and drowsy now-a-days. 
The neglect of her brothers had been too big for her and has corroded her up. She does 
not feel like weaving now-a-days, but has to nevertheless, to keep body and soul 
together. And now-a-days no person looks longingly at her. It has been two decades 
when suitors stopped coming to her. She acknowledges the useless sacrifice she had 
made when she recalls her brothers. She did not at that time think that they would be 
so cruel and hard-hearted. She talks little now-a-days and would be lightened up 
occasionally by her neighbors who only cherish her sacrifice and bemoan the neglect, 
deceit, cruelty and stupidity of her worthless brothers. 


9. Return Incomplete 


Her name was Bulimaa. It was not known if she had any other name. Perhaps it 
is not that necessary also. What is necessary to know is that she always speaks the 
truth and be honest in her dealings? And for these qualities and, for the fairness of her 
skin and, the loveliness of her face, she was liked by all. Perhaps it is only mother 
nature who didn’t like her and therefore decided to take away her husband, making her 
a widow and thus taking revenge on her, as it is the system of mother nature not to 
bestow all things to the optimum to any existence but, to make it short or less in a 
sphere or two so that it (the existence) will try to fill up this shortage through exertions 
and not sit idle and only enjoy the gifts of nature. But Bulimaa didn’t find any problem 
against the actions of Mother Nature as also unaware of her (Nature’s) revenge as she 
was a rural woman and quite ignorant and unmindful of philosophical things. She 
continued her life a-new as she had when her husband was alive, along with her only 
son who was then only ten years of age. She would oversee the cultivators who 
cultivated her fields on share-cropping basis; would see to it that no grazing animal has 
breached the fences and destroyed the crops; would herself weed out the paddy fields; 
tend and milk the cows along with the other women of the family; see to it that her son 
goes to school daily and not lose interest in his studies. Of course she was short 
financially and had to work extra hard. But she took it only as natural. She would sell 
the extra paddy in the market as grain by herself and would also become a milkmaid 
when the cows yielded milk. Of course, her lovely face and her bearing and, also the 
help of her brothers’-in-law helped her a lot. Sympathy of her neighbours and her 
acquaintances also made her life look less miserable. Only a mental void existed when 
she remembered her husband, and she realised that the more she would recall him and 
of those bright earlier days (with him), the more crestfallen she would become. 


And so life went on like this for Bulimaa. Sometimes it rained and some days 
were extremely hot and sunny but she passed them cheerfully along with her son and 
nephews. Then one day she saw something that made her heart a little damp. She was 
combing her hair and, what was that? It was a greyed hair, hidden in one of the curls 
that women of unusual amorous capacity possess and which make them more 
attractive. She wasn’t shocked; only concerned. It meant that she was-yes disgustful 
for a woman especially one who is beautiful-getting old. And then also came to her 
mind how big her son has become. He was in his secondary final year and is aspiring to 
become an engineer; if providence permit and his uncles help him with the finances. 
Bulimaa has some money left by her husband and has also saved some from the selling 
of milk and, cutting off extravagances which is the first and basic step of thriftiness; 
and she would spend it all on her son’s education. What problem will poverty create 
she thought, when her son is there to look after her and would provide for her. She has 
no doubt over his affection and loyalty towards her and, anyway, she wouldn’t even 
imagine otherwise, herself being a mother! And thus time went on like a wheel that is 
constantly moving unstoppable. And how much time has elapsed from the time of 
Bulimaa spotting her greyed hair till now can be gauged by the facts that her nieces 
have all got married; one of her brothers-in-law have died of illness which many get 
after retiring from a government service; and that her son after becoming an engineer 


and having got a blue-collar job, is now getting married. And it was for this marriage 
ceremony that Bulimaa was sitting firmly before the mirror that she noticed that all her 
hairs were greying saves for some blacks here and there. And she imagined ‘wheeled’ 
time moving forward, from the time of her husband’s death, and moving along even 
now. And she was also feeling a little lightness mentally as she was imagining having 
not to perform the works that she has been performing all these years, as her son has 
been talking about living in the city with her and his wife after his marriage. Of course 
Bulimaa wouldn’t shrink away from work and she was physically as stout now as she 
was ten years ago and, also, her mind never flees away from labour and so, makes 
happen all tasks, as we all know that one whose mind has not tired will not tire himself 
out bodily no matter how much tiredness he may feel. But imagining that she would 
have nothing as hard work, but only light ones, no milk to deliver and no grain to sell in 
the market place-made her feel lightness mentally, as one feels relieved after putting 
down a weighty load from his shoulders! 


And so one day with moist eyes and longing glances, Bulimaa and her family left 
her village home to live in the city. She had some difficulty in adjusting to the city life in 
the beginning, especially, the omnipresent noise and the traffic on the reads. And 
without any work in the house-whatever work arose was done by her daughter-in-law- 
she was a little bored and lazy in the beginning. But when her daughter-in-law got a job 
as a teacher in a private school nearby, then she got some work in her hands like, 
getting up early and preparing the breakfast; cleaning the house, making lunch and 
dinner. And then she would walk long distances by way of sightseeing with her son and 
daughter-in-law. All these eased her boredom a little... and thus life went on smoothly- 
although differently-for Bulimaa after coming from her husband’s ancestral home. 


But after some months, things changed and one cannot say it changed for the 
better when Bulimaa got the greatest surprise of her life. It manifested like this-which 
her son suggested that she would be rather happier if she returned to her house in the 
village where she can lead an unrestrained life. At the beginning Bulimaa took it lightly, 
as also returning to her husband’s house will lead to her uniting with her only living 
brother-in-law and his wife, his cousins, her nephews etc. But as days went by and the 
atmosphere became gloomier each day then Bulimaa realised the gravity of the 
situation. Her daughter-in-law would mumble in her mouth when she is at home and it 
was in this way that Bulimaa got to know the real cause of the matter-that her son and 
daughter-in-law could not ‘enjoy’ life as she was living with them; that their guests 
could not come to their house open heartedly and celebrate the ‘moment’ as they have 
to observe formalities before her; that throwing parties in their house in her presence is 
out of the question; that her daughter-in-law couldn’t wear the casual dresses that 
women wear now-a-days as against the traditional dresses of yesteryears before 
Bulimaa; and that as they couldn’t be ‘free’ while considering mutual satisfaction of 
their physical needs as they share a common bedroom and that, it was one of the 
reasons for her daughter-in-law not conceiving children after one-and-a-half years of 
marriage. And the final reason came when her son voiced in favour of her daughter-in- 
law that he was also in favour of her living with his uncles and that, as he respects her 
wishes, he has also to see to the wishes of his wife. And so thought Bulimaa that she 
would leave her son and daughter-in-law and return to her husband’s home! She was 
pained when her son vexed the same emotions as his wife, but she controlled her 
emotions. She recollected her days-from the day of her husband’s death to the day of 
her son’s joining his service-with how much mental and physical strain that she put the 
bits and pieces of her life together in bringing her son up and helping him in his dream. 
And only a man with no virility in him, she thought, would ever send off his parents on 


the advice of his wife...And so one day Bulimaa came out of the rented house of her 
son to live again in her husband’s house. Her heart was heavy as she came out of the 
main door and she felt like coming out for ever, although for her son and daughter-in- 
law, it looked like a routine affair. Her son had offered to see her off to the bus-station, 
but she had turned him down intentionally. She would walk all the way to the Bus- 
station, she resolved, although it would be a walk of more than a kilometre. She will get 
time to reflect, she thought. And so people, although less when compared to other 
times of the day, saw her walking disinterestedly on the left side of the road holding a 
canvas bag. And it is all the same in every city; you see a face and approve it or not, 
you forget it-for there is no time for city commuters to remember faces and recall them 
at a next appearance-when a hard screeching of brakes and a loud moan followed by a 
dull pop brought people on to the spot. It was Bulimaa, as she was trying to cross the 
only intersection that she had to cross before reaching the bus-station when she over 
looked the signals and crossed the road to find herself in front of a city bus which had 
been running quite speedily because of the scanty traffic and could not stop in time 
although had applied the brakes. The result was tragic; the front wheels running over 
her face and making it indistinguishable...And it was only before noon that her son 
came to know of the incident after he had rung her to know if she had reached her 
village, when it was responded by a policeman who informed him of the incident and 
asked him to identify the dead body and take charge of it after due formalities. 


. and as her son, after consigning her body to flames, was going over the 
incidents reflecting, was feeling a bit shameful and guilty as only he and his wife knew 
why Bulimaa had come out from his house that day. If only she would have come with 
him or would have taken a rickshaw herself! He thought then the accident would not 
have occurred... 


But from Bulimaa’s side, she had nothing to worry about before her death. In 
fact, she was only thinking of her son and his job and also wishing him success, 
happiness and wellbeing and imagining him to be a senior executive of the company in 
which he was working, imaginations which bring out a smile from one’s lips and a 
feeling of elatedness, making him forget for a while his duties and liabilities...It was at 
this time that she instinctively crossed the street and could not avoid the oncoming bus 
because of her age and delusion arising out of her imaginations. She had no grudges 
against her son; she had only blessings for him! And what else could she think about 
him? For, she was a mother and cannot think bad of her children. 


